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ABSTRACT

EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT IN AN ECONOMIC DOWNFALL:
PERSPECTIVES OF FIRST-LINE SUPERVISORS

Susan K Warren EdD
Counseling, Adult and Higher Education
Northern Illinois University, 2015
Gene Roth Director
This study explored how the country’s recession and road back to normalcy affected
employee engagement at the micro or work-results level of the organization. It investigated
how employee engagement manifests itself in the workplace, the role of the first-line
supervisor in fostering employee engagement, and how tough economic times influenced
employee engagement. In the study, supervisors shared examples and provided descriptions of
the engaged and disengaged employees within their work settings. They also described
changes in their work environments that they attributed to recessionary times.
A qualitative inquiry approach was used to address meaning-making about
engagement from the perspectives of supervisors. Research participants provided descriptions
of engaged and disengaged employees and described changes in their work environments that
they attributed to business realities in recessionary times.
The purpose of this study was to explore the engagement phenomenon in its real
world practice through the lenses of the supervisors who have workforce personnel reporting
directly to them. They shared examples and stories of the engaged and disengaged employees
in their work environments during the Great Recession and the years following. This dialogue

provided a better understanding of the uncertainty of the times and the challenges with which
participants were presented.
Participants were selected using a snow-ball technique. Thirty-four supervisors from
private, non-profit, and quasi-government organizations completed an on-line survey
instrument regarding their views about employee engagement. Twenty-nine of the
supervisors opted to continue with the process, by participating in a face-to-face or telephone
interview. The interview protocol used a semi-structured format with twenty-one open-ended
questions; each interview was audio-taped, transcribed, and returned to the interviewee for
review.
Six key themes emerged from the interview process: (1) the critical role supervisors
play engaging employees during a down economy, (2) indicators supervisors use to determine
who is engaged, (3) internal and external factors affecting engagement, (4) supervisors’
strategies for engaging employees in a down economy, (5) engagement at the company level,
and (6) the integral nature of communication in the engagement process.
Results suggest that communication is a vital function in each of the emergent themes
and that the role of the supervisor is crucial. Implications of these findings for practice and
future research are discussed.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

In this study I investigated employee engagement (EE) during difficult economic
times from the perspectives of first-line managers within small businesses or business units.
These supervisors are charged with inspiring and motivating workers who report directly to
them, i.e., engaging employees. To set the context for the study, the business environment
(just prior to and at the time of the study) is described here.

Background

This section provides background information about the context for the study: the
difficult economic times, the employee engagement phenomenon, what is meant by “small
businesses and business units,” and the role of the first-line supervisor.

Difficult Economic Times

Economists have labeled the period from May 2007 to October 2009 as the Great
Recession (Grunsky, Western, & Wimer, 2011). During that time, and throughout its
recovery period (2010 to the time of this writing), the U.S. economic picture changed
considerably, i.e., both unemployment and layoff rates rose (2011). Subsequently,
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unemployment became a world-wide economic issue. In the United States alone, the annual
unemployment rate jumped from 5.8% in 2008 to 9.3% in 2009. The rates continued to
increase to 9.6^ in 2010, and then experienced a slight recovery in 2011 to 8.9% (Bureau of
Labor Statistics, 2012b). Jobs were scarce and layoffs became common across industries,
creating what economists called a recession economy. Table 1 depicts the unemployment rate
by year from 2000-2011.

Table 1
National Unemployment Rate
Year
Rate (%)
2000
4.6
2001
4.6
2002
5.8
2003
9.3
2004
9.6
2005
8.9
2006
4.0
2007
4.7
2008
5.8
2009
6.0
2010
5.5
2011
5.1
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012b)

From May 2007 to October 2009, the U.S. labor force lost over 7.5 million jobs. With
this shortage of work, full-time job seekers were forced to take part-time employment, which
meant that the conventional unemployment rates were understated (Grunsky, Western, &
Wimer, 2011). Some of these people, for financial reasons, had to take more than one part-
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time position (if they could find one.) Many changes occurred in the workplace as a result of
losing workers: Individual job status often changed, (e.g., people took jobs beneath their
current positions in order to remain employed); employees were transferred to different
functional areas within the business; people were assigned to jobs they disliked or were illequipped to handle; and, many employees were placed in jobs that did not challenge their
abilities.
The Great Recession found its origins in a dramatically-prolonged housing crisis,
which stimulated the U.S. financial crisis. In some citizens’ recollections the housing
crisis was reminiscent of the Wall Street Crash of 1929 and subsequent Great
Depression. Stone (2013) asserted that the associated financial problems triggered the
deep and lengthy labor-market crisis.
Danzinger (2013) believes the Recovery period for the Great Recession will continue
for the next five years and has cited the following:
As Harvard's Richard Freeman writes in the Annals, employment fell more sharply
and for longer during the Great Recession than at any time since World War II and our
return to anything like full employment is painfully slow. It will take more than five
years for the unemployment rate to fall to pre-recession levels. A larger federal
stimulus would have created more jobs and boosted economic growth, but such policy
proposals can't get a fair hearing in Washington's "no-compromise" political
environment.
Danzinger pointed out how such severe recessions, including the Great Recession of
2007 to 2009, differed profoundly from most previous recessions. Growth may finally return
to the economy after this eighteen month recession, but the effects continue in terms of high
unemployment, with a host of associated labor market problems. Almost fourteen million
(13.9%) Americans were still unemployed as of May 2011. This continued labor market
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weakness led to the highest level of long-term unemployment in the postwar period and a
blurring of the distinction between unemployment and nonparticipation in the labor force
(Elsby, Hobijn, Sahin, & Valetta, 2011).
Data indicate that the unemployment rate in the state of Illinois peaked in January
2010 at 11.4%. Unemployment rates across the U.S. (monthly rankings seasonally adjusted as
of May 2012) revealed that Illinois ranked 40th – tied with Florida and New York, which
meant that Illinois had the tenth highest unemployment rate in the U.S., because the rankings
go from lowest (one) to highest (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012b).
According to the population survey (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012b), the
unemployment rate for Illinois fell 0.1 percentage points in May 2012 to 8.6%. It returned to
8.75% in June. The state unemployment rate was 0.4 percentage points higher than the
national rate for the month. The number of people unemployed in Illinois peaked in January
2010 at 752,821. As of May 2012, Illinois had 564,417 residents who were unemployed:
6,929 fewer than the previous month and 71,274 fewer than the previous year (Engebreth,
2012). Table 2 depicts the history of Illinois unemployment from June 2011 through June
2012 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012a).
High unemployment remained a big problem in this country, where businesses sat on the
sidelines, left paralyzed due to the uncertain financial future. The Illinois unemployment rate
had run consistently higher than the nation’s. Illinois provided a good geographic area in
which this study could take place. The Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (2012) predicted that the growth rate for the U.S. would be only 2% for 2012,
despite the increased rate of industrial production, higher consumer confidence, and greater
retail sales figures.
Table 3 displays historical unemployment data for Illinois from April 2008 through
May 2012 (Bailey, 2012.
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Table 2
Illinois Unemployment History
National
Date
Unemployment
Rate (%)
June 2012
8.2
May 2012
8.2
April 2012
8.1
March 2012
8.2
February 2012
8.3
January 2012
8.3
December 2011
8.5
November 2011
8.7
October 2011
8.9
September 2011
9.0
August 2011
9.1
July 2011
9.1
June 2011
9.1
(Bailey, 2012)

Illinois
Illinois
Unemployment
Unemployed
Rate (%)
8.7
—
8.6
564,417
8.7
571,346
8.8
581,116
9.1
598,396
9.4
620,069
9.7
638,359
9.8
648,491
10.0
657,832
10.1
665,427
10.2
668,549
10.1
664,119
9.9
652,044

Table 3
Illinois Historical Unemployment Rate (%)
Month
2008
2009
2010
December
7.6
11.1
9.5
November
7.2
11.0
9.7
October
6.9
10.9
9.8
September
6.8
10.8
10.0
August
6.7
10.6
10.2
July
6.6
10.4
10.3
June
6.4
10.2
10.5
May
6.1
9.9
10.7
April
5.9
9.5
10.9
March
9.1
11.1
February
8.6
11.3
January
8.1
11.4
(Bailey, 2012)

2011
9.7
9.8
10.0
10.1
10.2
10.1
9.9
9.7
9.5
9.3
9.3
9.4

2012

8.6
8.7
8.8
9.1
9.4

According to Workforce Network (2010), central Illinois – specifically the counties of
Peoria, Tazewell, Stark, Marshall and Woodford – experienced layoffs as follows:
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2011: 29 employers and 1,375 workers



2010: 28 employers and 1,730 workers



2009: 96 employers and 6,382 workers



2008: 12 employers and 1,535 workers

Table 4 shows the annual layoffs in Illinois between 1999 and 2010.

Table 4
Annual Mass Layoffs in Illinois, 1999 – 2010

Year
2010
2009
2008
2007
2006
2005
2004
2003
2002
2001
2000
1999

Total Number of
Extended
Layoffs a
460
745
591
431
408
455
461
553
603
653
455
402

Number of
Worker
Separation Events
81,890
140,451
120,268
81,719
86,832
101,106
107,240
124,569
141,461
165,058
108,971
93,653

Total
Number of
All Layoffs b

804
1,309
871
641
600
647
663
775
824
870
647
549

Number of Initial
Claims
91,277
193,495
103,685
80,477
75,118
71,399
75,763
90,181
116,592
135,126
108,726
86,768

a

Extended layoff events include at least 50 separations and last more than 30 days. Workers separated include
the total number of workers displaced as reported by employers. Totals exclude layoffs in Government and
Agricultural industries.
b

These layoff totals include all layoff events identified during the year, both extended and temporary.
Temporary layoffs are less than 31 days in duration. All layoff totals include private, non-farm industries as well
as agricultural and government sectors.
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Sherman and Meeropol (2012) indicated that severe recessions, including the Great
Recession of 2007-2009, differed profoundly from most others, and therefore, they suggested
that the length of the recovery would be difficult to predict.

Employee Engagement

Many definitions exist in the literature for the term employee engagement. The
Gallup Organization has definitions for three categories of engagement: Engaged, not
engaged, and actively disengaged.

Many Definitions in the Literature

The term employee engagement has become a common phrase used in both academic
and popular business literature. Employee engagement has a positive relationship with
productivity, profitability, employee retention, safety, and customer satisfaction (Buckingham
& Coffman, 1999). Employee engagement is a complex phenomenon; it is an emerging and
evolving concept in several disciplines, such as business, management, industrial/
organizational psychology, sociology, and human resource development (HRD). It should not
be surprising, then, that the term employee engagement has been defined in many different,
and sometimes overlapping, ways. For example, Harter, Schmidt, and Hayes (2002) define
employee engagement as “the individual’s involvement and satisfaction with, as well as
enthusiasm for, work” (p. 269). Shuck and Wollard (2010) defined the term as “an individual
employee’s cognitive, emotional, and behavioral state directed toward desired organizational
outcomes” (p. 103). Other existing, academic definitions of employee engagement suggest
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that the concept consists of three separate aspects: (a) cognitive engagement, (b) emotional
engagement, and (c) behavioral engagement (Czarnowsky, 2008; Kahn, 1990; Macey and
Schneider, 2008; Rich, LePine, and Crawford, 2010). Fleming and Asplund (2007) offer this
definition:
Employee engagement is the ability by the employer to capture the heads, hearts, and
souls of employees to instill an intrinsic desire and passion for excellence. Engaged
employees want their organization to succeed because they feel connected
emotionally, socially and even spiritually to its mission, vision and purpose. (p. 160)
Although no widely agreed-upon definition exists for the term’s meaning in the workplace,
Baumeister and Vohs (2002) state that its essence is connection, which is linked to positive
outcomes for both the individual and the organization (e.g., improvements in organizational
performance).
For purposes of this research, employee engagement refers to the extent to which
employees are satisfied with their jobs, feel valued, and experience collaboration and trust.
Engaged employees are apt to stay with the company longer and continually find smarter,
more effective ways to add value to the organization. The end result is a high-performing
company, where people are flourishing and productivity is increased and sustained (Catteeuw,
Flynn, & Vonderhorst, 2007).

Categories of Engaged Employees

In the workplace employees may be engaged, not engaged, or actively disengaged.
These categories of engagement are based upon Gallup Organization’s interviews with over
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one million employees and eighty thousand managers world-wide (Crabtree, 2005). Figure 1
depicts Gallup’s definitions for the three categories (cited in Fleming & Asplund, 2007).

1
2
3

ENGAGED employees work with passion and feel
a profound connection to their company. They
drive innovation and move the organization
forward.
NOT ENGAGED employees are essentially
“checked out.” They’re sleepwalking through their
workday, putting time – but not energy or passion –
into their work.
ACTIVELY DISENGAGED employees aren’t just
unhappy at work; they’re busy acting out their
unhappiness. Every day, these workers undermine
what their engaged coworkers accomplish.

Figure 1. Gallup Organization’s Three Types of Employees.

3

Although engaged employees have consistently been shown to be more productive on
most available organizational measures (Fleming & Asplund, 2007; Richman, 2006; Wagner,
2006), only 30% of the global workforce is conservatively estimated to be engaged (Harter,
Schmidt, & Hayes, 2003; Saks, 2006; Wagner & Harter, 2006). The other 70% are either notengaged or actively disengaged. According to Brewer and Sanford (2007), Gallup provided
the following range, (a) Engaged 27%, (b) Not-Engaged 59%, and (c) Actively Disengaged
14% (p 37).
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Small Businesses and Business Units

The legal definition of a U.S. small business is determined by the U.S. Small Business
Administration (SBA) Title 13. Part 121 of the Code of Federal Regulations sets forth in
detail the criteria to be used by the SBA in making small business determinations. Examples
of these criteria include the number of workers employed by a business, annual receipts, and
the nature of relationships with affiliates. The SBA establishes small business "size
standards" on an industry-by-industry basis using statistics from a wide range of sources.
Each industry has size standards (e.g. manufacturing, heavy construction, specialty trade
construction, retail trade, etc.), that a business must meet in order to be considered
small (Federal Access, 2012).
The SBA size standards are important because they directly determine which firms are
eligible for federal assistance in such areas as loans, loan guarantees, management counseling
services, procurement programs, and equity financing. In addition, these size standards are
frequently used by state and local government agencies when determining eligibility for
resource allocations (Small Business Administration, 1984).
A small business concern shall be deemed to be one that is independently owned and
operated and that is not dominant in its field of operation. To these essentially qualitative
criteria – independent ownership and management (operation) and small market share – are
added the quantitative criteria of employment and sales volume (Peterson, Albaum, &
Kozmetsky, 1986).
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The Census Bureau does not define small or large business, but provides statistics that
allow users to define business categories in any of several ways: 97% of all businesses in the
United States employed 57% of the workforce, provided 45% of the Gross National Product,
and had created 67% of the new jobs in the United States over the previous decade. In 2004,
small businesses made up more than 70% of all U.S. businesses. These businesses may be
run by one or more individuals, and can range from home-based businesses to corner stores or
construction contractors. These small businesses are often part-time ventures with owners
operating more than one business at a time. Historically, small businesses have been a
significant part of the United States economy (U.S. Census Bureau, 2004).
According to Compeau (2011), franchises, such as McDonalds, Toyota, MercedesBenz and many other franchised offerings are considered small business – according to the
Small Business Administration (SBA), yet collectively these franchises are certainly in a
different league than the main street entrepreneurs that make up the majority of small
businesses.
Recent census data tells us that 79% of all firms in the US have no payroll,
representing the self-employed; another 17% employ fewer than 10 people – truly small,
perhaps micro businesses. That means that 4% of all firms in the US have no more than 10
employees. They are located in home offices, small commercial spaces, incubators, and some
are the laptops of entrepreneurs, who are employed at other jobs that cover the bills until the
small business vision is successful. Those 4% are the firms that are likely to lead to the most
jobs and have the highest potential for growth. The 96% remaining firms that are fighting
hard to keep the doors open must innovate, pay attention to the customer, and be hyper-
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creative to stay alive (Compeau, 2011). This research study was conducted in small (not
micro small) businesses, that is, units with 1 to 25 people reporting to a single supervisor.
According to Sahin, Kitao, Cororaton, and Laiu (2011) both large and small
businesses were affected by job losses during the Great Recession. Yet, small firms
experienced disproportionate declines. The employment effect on small firms suggests that
poor sales and economic uncertainty were the main reasons for their weak performance. The
sluggish recovery problems also affected large firms, but to a lesser degree. Because there
was a greater likelihood for recessionary impact in a small business unit, this study took place
in that environment.

Role of the First-Line Supervisor
A supervisor is one of the most influential individuals in an employee’s work-life
(Arakawa & Greenberg, 2007). As a result, the supervisor’s ability to influence the
development of engagement or disengagement is great (Buckingham & Coffman, 1999). If
the organizational culture drives engagement, the employee’s relationship with the supervisor
(manager) is how the employee experiences the organizational culture. This assertion is
reinforced by Buckingham and Coffman (1999), who observed that “people leave managers
not companies….If you have a turnover problem look first to your managers” (p. 33). The
supervisor’s demeanor, practical knowledge, and philosophy affect an employee’s perception
of the workplace (Kahn, 1990). The generally-accepted role of a supervisor in an industrial
environment is to supervise workers (Delbridge & Lowe, 1997; Dunkerley, 1975; Hill, 2003;
Robbins & Decenzo, 2004).
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For purposes of this study, a supervisor is a person who is responsible for a specific
operation or unit. As a member of management, a supervisor's main job is more concerned
with orchestrating and controlling work than performing it directly. A supervisor must work
with and through employees to get the job done on time, with the highest quality, and within
budget (Steinmetz & Todd, 1992). Supervisors are the first line of management, and are
responsible for planning, organizing, directing, and controlling the work of employees who
report to them.
Hill (2003) wrote that the primary responsibility of the supervisor was to supervise
others; she went on to clarify by saying it was that formal authority over others that
distinguishes the supervisor. She found that supervisors, when asked about their role,
consistently replied: “it meant being responsible and accountable, having power, and being in
control” (p. 17). First-line supervisors in most organizations were also accountable for other
performance metrics relating to health and safety, expenditure, training needs, absences, and
work output. They handled the day-to-day oversight of people.
Steinmetz included establishing relations comprising trust, confidence, and mutual
respect. According to Zand (1997) the key concepts of leadership are: knowledge, trust, and
power. He makes a case that a supervisor needs to know how to gain access to the
knowledge, not be a person who is all-knowing. The supervisor needs to understand how to
work with people to convert their knowledge into action. Trust, the second element of the
triad is the supervisor’s strength in achieving open, two-way communication and
collaborative, committed action. In addition, intangible elements, such as the development of
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trust, a feeling of value and the act of being listened to (Maslow, 1970) go a long way in the
development of engagement (Harter et al., 2003; Kahn, 1990).
A work environment could be perceived as threatening rather than safe if supervisors
focus primarily on what employees are doing wrong (Buckingham & Coffman, 1999; Kahn,
1990). When a supervisor does not accentuate the positive behaviors and focuses on what
employees do wrong, trust deteriorates within the environment (Arakawa & Greenberg, 2007)
and critical levels of motivation for individual employees are affected (Maslow, 1970).
Similarly, managers who balance their feedback with an element of care (Kroth, 2009) create
healthy, and often more productive, work environments (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002).
Additionally, Zand (1997) states that the degree to which people trust a leader establishes how
much access they will give him or her to their knowledge. Environments where employees
feel cared about and valued become meaningful, safe environments where engagement can
thrive and results are achieved (Buckingham & Coffman, 1999).
Although a leader can make decisions by command, Zand notes that in today's
knowledge-driven organization with educated, informed employees, the effective leader rarely
issues directives, but instead acts more as a consultant with a client (Zand, 1997). First-line
supervisors are employed in all industries to direct production workers, sales workforces, or
people who provide other goods and services. Because they are responsible to both
management and workers, supervisors provide an important link between the two.
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Summary
This introduction establishes a contextual framework for exploring employee
engagement in tough economic times through the perspectives of first-line supervisors in
small U.S. businesses and business units.

Statement of the Problem

Economists have labeled the period from May 2007 to October 2009 as the Great
Recession (Grunsky et al., 2011). During that time, and throughout the Recovery Period
(2010 to the time of this writing), the U.S. economic picture changed considerably: Both
unemployment and layoff rates rose. The U.S. labor force lost over 7.6 million jobs. For
those who remained employed, individual job status often changed: People took jobs beneath
their current positions in order to remain employed; employees were transferred to different
functional areas within the business; people were assigned to jobs they disliked or were illequipped to handle; and, many employees were placed in jobs that did not challenge their
abilities. As businesses continue to work their way through the recovery period following the
Great Recession, most people who are still employed may be grateful to have a job, but may
not be committed to their employer.
The need to engage employees became particularly crucial during the recession, when
employees were doing more with less. Frequently, employees were required to take on extra
duties after their colleagues had been laid off, with no financial incentive for the extra work.
Employee engagement emerged as a strategic goal for high-performing companies.
Although engaged employees consistently had been shown to be more productive on most
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available organizational measures (Fleming & Asplund, 2007; Richman, 2006; Wagner et al.,
2006), only 30% of the global workforce was conservatively estimated to be engaged (Harter
et al., 2003; Saks, 2006; Wagner et al., 2006). Research linked employee engagement to:


Reduced employee turnover. A stable workforce, trained and able to embrace the
change brought about by the Recession was advantageous.



Improved productivity and quality. Blessing-White (2006) and Macey and Schneider
(2008) noted a direct relationship between the employees’ engagement within an
organization and that organization’s performance as measured by ROI, profitability,
production, sales, quality, and turnover.



Revenue generation. Engaged employees were more customer-focused and
accordingly generated significantly higher levels of revenue (Czarnowsky, 2008;
Wagner et al., 2006; Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Demerouti, & Schaufeli, 2009).
Although macro-level organizational visions and practices affected the context in

which an engaged workforce could develop, if these organizational practices were not
reinforced in the relationship between supervisor and worker, employees remained unengaged
or actively disengaged. The first-line supervisor was one of the most, if not the most,
influential individual in an employee’s work-life (Arakawa & Greenberg, 2007).
According to (Sahin et al., 2011) both large and small businesses were affected by job
losses during the Great Recession. Yet, small firms experienced disproportionate declines in
jobs. Because a full recovery is not in sight, first-line supervisors needed to continue taking
steps to engage their employees in the face of expectations to do more with less. This
research examined how first-line supervisors met and are meeting this challenge.
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For the most part, scholarly literature on employee engagement comes from leaders’
perspective and addresses the gains (positive business results) that the corporation could
obtain from stimulating employee engagement in the workplace. Research is scarce from the
point of view of the micro-level, front line operations – where company objectives are
transformed to business results. A gap exists in the literature from the perspective of the
supervisor on the front line where engagement is instrumental in making results happen.
As the United States continues to ride out the current economic recession, employee
engagement has become a critical business issue. Employees who are not engaged, or
actively disengaged, decrease productivity and directly affect bottom-line results. Continuing
to deliver goods and services, in changing times, with less money is a major business concern;
clear messages, open culture, and strong leadership must remain a high priority (Bono &
Judge, 2003) if employee engagement is to be achieved and increased.

Dissertation Components

This section provides a statement of purpose that states the central and supporting
research questions, describes the conceptual framework, and that a qualitative study was
completed.

Statement of the Purpose
This study explored how the country’s recession and road back to normalcy affected
employee engagement at the micro or work-results level of the organization, (i.e., the first-line
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supervisor and his/her direct reports). This study investigated first-line supervisors’
perspectives of employee engagement during tough economic times.

Central and Supporting Research Questions
The central question of this research was: “How do supervisors foster employee
engagement during an economic downturn?” Three research questions were used to
investigate the central research question:
1. How do first-line supervisors in small businesses or business units characterize
employee engagement and disengagement?
2. How do first-line supervisors perceive their role in affecting employee engagement
during an economic downturn?
3. What strategies have first-line supervisors applied to foster employee engagement in
recessionary times?

Conceptual Framework

The framework of this research was built on:


the employee engagement phenomenon as discussed in current scholarly publications,
the popular press, and websites/blogs (e.g., government, academic, business,
professional);



The state of the economy during and following the great recession, as discussed in
scholarly and political press and U.S. Government websites.
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Adult education theory and practice, specifically with respect to human resource
development and transformational learning.
A Qualitative Approach

A qualitative study was conducted to collect perspectives from first-line supervisors
about how they would characterize engagement and disengagement, what circumstances they
believe contribute to or deter employee engagement, and what strategies they have used to
foster engagement in the workplace. Refer to Chapter 3, Methodology for details about the
approach used.
I worked for 40 years as a practitioner in a quasi-governmental agency. During that
time I held management positions in operations and customer service. However, the majority
of my tenure was spent working in human resource development roles such as manager for
the Midwest Center for Leadership and Development, where I had ultimate responsibility for
the administration of managerial training for the thirteen states of the organization’s Central
Region. For approximately 20 years I was a manager with ultimate responsibility for the
operating capital, business assets, and employees under my direction. I was responsible for
the redesign of first-line supervisor training. The program was called Supervisor Training and
Evaluation Performance System (STEPS), using a staircase to graphically depict that first-line
supervisors had the opportunity to learn and grow – allowing them to advance to manager and
executive status given the right amount of professional initiative. The program was later
combined with the Associate Supervisors Program. During this assignment I gained a newfound respect and a compassion for the people filling supervisory positions.
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In the last ten years of my career, I led the employee engagement effort for 10,000
employees, in the role as Employee Engagement Coordinator. This role gave me experience
working with small business units of the organization that required employee engagement
improvement. I helped unit supervisors create action plans tailored to meet needs of their
units. I held weekly teleconferences with supervisors whose offices fell below the district
baseline. Supervisors from the best performing offices were invited to join the teleconference
so that they could share best practices; and, virtual demonstrations were performed to help
other offices achieve excellence. Personal visits were made to all of the offices within my
scope of authority. Observations and field notes of the visits were documented; focus groups
were conducted; and, when the situation required training, it was presented.
As a former headquarters officer for the National Association of Supervisors, and past
local branch officer for that organization, I cultivated a deep affiliation with supervisors.

Summary

In this study I investigated employee engagement (EE) during difficult economic
times, from the perspectives of first-line managers/supervisors within small businesses or
business units. These managers/supervisors are charged with inspiring and motivating the
workers who report directly to them, i.e., engaging employees. To set the context for the
study, the business environment (just prior to and at the time of the study) is described here.
Chapter 1 provided background on the difficult economic times leading up to when I
conducted my study. It also defined terms like “first-line managers” and “small business or
business units.” Chapter 1 sets the context for my study.
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In the next chapter, I will provide information about the literature review that I
conducted prior to beginning the study, and added to throughout the study.

CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

After a brief description of my approach to the literature review process, I will: (1)
discuss the state of scholarly research with respect to employee engagement (EE); (2) describe
the EE phenomenon (history, array of definitions, EE construct); (3) lay the groundwork for
EE in the context of recessionary times; and, (4) provide some background on selected
managerial styles.

Approach to this Literature Review

Most literature reviews begin by defining the terms and concepts to be addressed. In
almost any educational situation, it is common practice to first define the area or subject that
is to be studied. Such an approach does a particular disservice to the study of a phenomenon
that is ambiguous as well as dynamic. In my review of the literature, I found multiple,
competing definitions of employee engagement, which reflected the diversity of contexts in
which the phenomenon may be observed and perceptions of what is involved in those
contexts. These definitions can be found later in the section titled Multiple Definitions of
Employee Engagement.
In my dissertation methodology (discussed in Chapter 3), I chose to use a qualitative
research technique, where the researcher suspends judgment in favor of focusing on
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participants’ perceptions and experiences of the phenomenon under study. In such an
approach, the researcher does not predefine the phenomenon, but rather, extrapolates a
description and/or definition of the phenomenon from subsequent research data.
For me, Lee’s (2001) refusal to define human resource development supports my
decision to use this qualitative technique. Lee contends that people generate their own
conceptions and operate from different paradigms. She used the metaphor of an ill-fitting
raincoat to explain how a definition that fits one situation may not fit another. Table 5 applies
her rationale for not defining HRD to my rationale not to define employee engagement prior
to my investigation (i.e., at the time I began my literature review).
Because I expected that workplace engagement would be perceived differently by
each person interviewed, I anticipated that a definition would emerge from their collective
experiences and perceptions.
The context of this study frames engagement in a down economy. Ulrich (1996)
purports that people matter more than they did in the past. Human capital becomes
progressively important, because more has to be done with fewer people. Furthermore,
modern organizations need employees who are able and willing to invest in their jobs
psychologically – arguably the essence of work engagement. It’s no wonder that companies
became interested in engagement at a time of profound economic change in the world.
Employee contribution becomes a critical business issue because in trying to produce
more output with less employee input, companies have no choice but to try to engage
not only the body, but also the mind and the soul of every employee. (Ulrich, 1996,
p.125)
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Table 5
Comparison of Lee and Warren’s Views Against Defining a Concept
Lee’s (2001) View

Warren’s View

“To submit definitions of the topic is to
misrepresent it as a thing of being rather
than a process of becoming” ( p. 327)

Employee engagement can be viewed as a
phenomenon, an evolving process, a state of
mind, a state of being, or a snapshot at a
given point in time. To define it as any one
of these concepts, is to misrepresent what it
is in another context.

“To define is to intervene in the process of
becoming; it is to assert a right way, and
what should occur. It is to make moral
judgments about what is good and bad, and
to state these is to attest not only to their
legitimacy, but also to the superior power or
higher status of the attester” ( p. 333)

By offering study participants a definition
of the phenomenon, I would be denying
their rights to share their views of the
phenomenon. Therefore, I decided to use
an open-ended approach, asking them for
their conception of employee engagement.

“Such a global definition, however, does not
meet everybody’s requirements... a
definition is really a statement of how the
authors would like the field to become, and
not how it is.” (p. 333)

Defining engagement as a static entity
becomes unrealistic when one considers the
degree of variation in practice and the
diversity of businesses/employees. In other
words, one size does not fit all.

Purpose and Methods of This Review
In qualitative studies, the literature review is often deferred until the study findings
have been identified. However, a preliminary study of scholarly literature was conducted to
formulate a basis for this study’s focus. I investigated:


The 2007-2009 Recession and subsequent unemployment, layoffs, and financial
duress;



Employee engagement definitions;
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The definition of small businesses; and



The role of the first-line supervisor.
During the literature search, databases were investigated in the fields of business,

economics, management, industrial/organizational psychology, sociology, and human
resource development (specifically, human behavior and performance management). No one
theory or theorist, scholar, or practitioner could be cited as providing the best emerging theory
on the topic of employee engagement.
Many researchers believed that popular business literature had taken the lead when it
came to the topic of employee engagement; and, when practitioners turned to scholarly
literature, academia was rushing to provide the much-needed information. I describe the
situation as a practice-to-research instead of the research-to-practice paradigm. Most of the
literature researched to date contained partial information to support the conceptual
framework of this dissertation, but was insufficient to build a strong understanding of
employee engagement.
The literature review included scholarly and business journals in the following
databases: ABI/Inform, Academic Search Premier, Academic Universe, Archives USA, Book
Review Index Plus, Business Complete, Chronicle of Higher Education, EBSCO Publishing,
ERIC – CSA, FirstSearch, OVID, International Abstracts of Human Resources, National
Bureau of Economic Research, WorldCat , Business Source Elite, Bureau of Labor Statistic
(BLS), SCORE Counselors and mentors for America’s Small Businesses, Small Business
Association (SBA), International Society for Performance Improvement (ISPI), Society of
Human Resources (SHRM), and JSTOR.
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Dissertation Abstracts in ProQuest Digital Dissertations as well as articles from
journals of the Academy of Human Resources Development (AHRD) were reviewed for
relevant studies on employee engagement theory and emerging research on employee
engagement in difficult economic times.
Because practitioners (and business consultants) were ahead of academia with respect
to embracing the EE concept, I also accessed business and consulting web-sites and the
popular press (print and websites). White papers and studies were reviewed from The Gallup
Organization, BlessingWhite (A Division of GP Strategies Corporation), and The Dale
Carnegie Institute. Also reviewed were articles from societies of practitioners, such as
publications of the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM) and the American
Society for Training and Development (ASTD). Note: As of May 2014, ASTD is branding
itself as the Association for Talent Development (ATD), and is hereafter referred to as ATD.
These organizations embraced the term employee engagement early on and took the lead in
investigating the phenomenon.
Throughout and following the study, I revisited the databases, publications, and
websites, to ensure that I had a comprehensive view of the state of research and practice with
respect to employee engagement.
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The Employee Engagement Phenomenon

History

In 1990, Kahn defined employee engagement. His work was cited in most of the
scholarly literature reviewed when I wrote the dissertation proposal. Shuck and Reio (2011)
state that despite being relatively new to academia, employee engagement has gained in
popularity in the practitioner literature since the early 1990s. Popular authors, consulting
groups, and professional organizations were quick to adopt the employee engagement
construct. Many of these businesses created course offerings, webinars, and HRD offerings
around the idea of employee engagement.
In addition to my review of employee engagement literature, Table 6 draws heavily
from works published by Shuck and Wollard (2010) and Welch (2011).

Engagement from an International Perspective

Much of the available international evidence on EE comes from Gallup, which has
conducted Employee Engagement Index surveys in many countries. Caution should be
exercised when comparing cross-national levels of employee engagement due to cultural and
definitional differences (Kular, Gatenby, Rees, Soane, & Truss, 2008).
Gallup’s EE work is grounded in more than 30 years of research that involved more
than 17 million employees. The Gallup organization possesses a macro-level engagement
indicator of a company’s health, which allows its executives to track their employees’
engagement levels (from actively engaged to actively disengaged employees). The ratio of
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Table 6
Historical Highlights of the Employee Engagement Concept
Year
1990s

Event
Business and consulting firms becoming interested in EE.

1990

The first mention of employee engagement appears in an Academy of
Management Journal article published by Kahn. He reviews results of his
qualitative research and offers a definition of EE that includes cognitive,
emotional, and physical elements. He identifies three psychological conditions
needed for engagement: meaningfulness (work elements); safety (social
elements, such as a participative management style and organizational norms that
support that style); and, availability (referring to a lack of interruptions in the
person’s ability to focus on the work tasks). (Kahn, 1990)

1999

Buckingham and Coffman (of the Gallup organization) introduce the term,
employee engagement, in their book, making an “overnight sensation” of the
term among business people. (Welch, 2011, p.332)

1999

Gallup Organization introduces its Workplace Audit (GWA): 12 items surveying
employees about their work environment, and one item asking about their
satisfaction.

Early
2000s

Academics become interested in the EE concept and by the mid-2000s academic
research surges.

2002

Harter et al. publish a meta-analysis, pulling data from nearly 8,000 business
units across multiple fields of industry. They are the first to look at employee
engagement at the business unit level.

2002

Luthans and Peterson conduct empirical work that finds “a contextual fit
between Gallup’s GWA and Kahn’s qualitatively-derived dimensions of
engagement. (Welch, 2011, p. 333)

2004

Hewitt Associates emphasizes the role that EE plays in business’s success.

2004

Schaufeli and Bakkar (2004) describe EE in the context of organizational
behavior.

2004

The Institute for Employee studies publishes a report on EE research conducted
in the UK. (Robinson, Perryman,& Hayday, 2004)

Table 6 continued on following page
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Table 6 (continued)
Year
Event
2005
Saks reports on academic research that specifically conceptualizes and tests
antecedents and consequences of employee engagement. (Saks, 2005)
Late
2000s

Academia and Professional Organizations and Societies publish books and
studies on EE

2008

Publications begin appearing in academy-sponsored conference proceedings:
Berry and Morris, Shuck and Albornoz, etc.

2008

Macey and Schneider (2008) conceptualize that EE develops from Trait, State,
and Behavioral engagement.

2008

The American Society for Training and Development commissioned a study in
association with Dale Carnegie Training that focused on the role of learning in
the EE construct. (Czarnowsky, 2008)

2009

First article containing use of the term employee engagement appears in an
AHRD-sponsored journal, i.e., Chalofsky and Krishna (2009)

2010

Two handbooks on employee engagement are published: One edited by
Albrecht (2010) and one edited by Bakkar and Leiter (2010).

engaged to actively-disengaged is nearly 2:1. Gallup estimates the cost of the actively
disengaged in the United States to be upwards of $500 billion in lost productivity (Gallup
Organization, 2010).
Gallup contends that engaged employees choose to work for a company for several
reasons. The engaged employee is attracted to the mission and purpose and its stature in the
marketplace or by a belief that by working there they can make a difference in the world.
They may also be drawn to the promise of a regular income, reasonable working
hours, and benefits. Normally, the local work environment energizes and nourishes them and
fosters learning and growth (Fleming & Asplund, 2007).
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Multiple Definitions of Employee Engagement

Many definitions of employee engagement are provided in scholarly and popular
publications. Table 7 lists selected definitions in historical order.
In a Dale Carnegie Institute White Paper, Rothwell, (2007) said, “There is no such
thing as a standard definition of employee engagement” (p. 2). He continued to explain that,
in some respects, it may be easier to define the toxic workplace than to describe a fully
engaging workplace. He contends that employee engagement involves a workplace in which
workers:


Feel personally and emotionally bound to the organization



Feel pride in recommending it as a good place to work to other people



Get more than just wage or salary from working there and are attached to the intrinsic
rewards they gain from being with the organization, and



Feel a close attachment to the values, ethics and actions embodied by the organization.
Kahn’s work (and definition) was referenced in most of the articles examined in this

research. Wollard and Shuck (2011) said that while seemingly new to the scholarly
community, and in particular to human resource development (HRD), since publication of
original work by Kahn in 1990, more than 250 peer-reviewed articles on employee
engagement have appeared in scholarly journals across a variety of academic disciplines.
Deciding upon a single, universal definition for the engagement phenomenon is very
difficult, because of the many faces that employee engagement wears. Each study examines
employee engagement under different constructs and protocols. Ferguson states that unless
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Table 7
Definitions of Employee Engagement
Year
1990

Definition
The harnessing of organization members’ selves to their work roles; in engagement,
people employ and express themselves physically, cognitively, and emotionally
during role performances (Kahn, 1990, p. 694).

1990

The simultaneous employment and expression of a person’s preferred self in task
behaviors that promote connections to work and to others, personal presence
(physical, cognitive, emotional) and active, full performances (Kahn, 1990, p. 700).

1997

“Energy, involvement, and efficacy – these are the direct opposites of the three
dimensions of burnout” (Maslach & Leiter, 1997, p. 34). Burnout is an erosion of
engagement, whereby “energy turns into exhaustion, involvement turns into
cynicism, and efficacy turns into ineffectiveness” (Maslach & Leiter, 1997, p. 24).

2002

The individual’s involvement and satisfaction with as well as enthusiasm for work
(Harter et al., 2002).

2001

A persistent, positive affective-motivational state of fulfillment in employees
characterized by high levels of activation and pleasure (Maslach, Schaufeli, &
Leiter, 2001).

2004

Engagement is concerned more with how the individual employs him/her self
during the performance of his/her job. Furthermore, while the focus of job
involvement is on cognitions, engagement, according to most definitions, also
encompasses emotions and behaviors (May, Gilson, & Harter, 2004, p. 12).

2004

A positive attitude held by the employee towards the organization and its value. An
engaged employee is aware of business context, and works with colleagues to
improve performance within the job for the benefit of the organization. The
organization must work to develop and nurture engagement, which requires a twoway relationship between employer and employee. … Engaged employees are
satisfied and feel a sense of attachment to their job and employer (Robinson et al.,
2004, p. 9).
Engagement contains many of the elements of both commitment and OCB
[organizational citizenship behavior] but is by no means a perfect match with either.
In addition, neither commitment nor OCB reflect sufficiently two aspects of
engagement - its two-way nature, and the extent to which engaged employees are
expected to have an element of business awareness
(Robinson et al., 2004, p. 2).

Table 7 continued on following page
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Table 7 (continued)
Year
Definition
2004
An active, positive work-related state that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and
absorption. Vigor refers to high levels of energy and mental resilience while
working, whereas dedication refers to being strongly involved in one’s work and
experiencing a sense of significance, enthusiasm, and challenge. Absorption is
characterized by being fully concentrated and happily engrossed in work, such that
time passes quickly (Schaufeli & Bakkar, 2004, p. 295).
2005

The illusive force that motivates employees to higher levels of performance. …
similar to commitment to the organization, job ownership and pride, more
discretionary effort (time and energy), passion and excitement, commitment to
execution and the bottom line. …an amalgam of commitment, loyalty, productivity
and ownership …feelings or attitudes employees have toward their jobs and
organizations (Wellins & Concelman, 2005, pp. 1-2).

2005

The Business Communicator reports definitions of engagement from three people
they label experienced employee engagement practitioners. Those three definitions
are, as follows:
1. Engagement is two sides of a coin, the knowledge needed to do one’s job
effectively and the motivation to apply that knowledge.
2. Increasing workforce dedication to achieve a business outcome.
3. Employee engagement is a social process by which people become personally
implicated in strategy and change in their daily work.
(Anonymous, 2005, pp. 1-2)

2005

How each individual employee connects with your company and how each
individual employee connects with your customers (Lucey, Bateman, & Hines,
2005, p. 12).

2005

Truly engaged employees are attracted to, and inspired by, their work (“I want to do
this”), committed (“I am dedicated to the success of what I am doing”), and
fascinated (“I love what I am doing”). (Rutledge, 2005, pp. 13-14)

2006

Engaged employees care about the future of the company and are willing to invest
the discretionary effort -- exceeding duty’s call – to see that the organization
succeeds. (Crim & Seijts, 2006)

Table 7 continued on following page
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Table 7 (continued)
Year
Definition
2006
Engagement is not an attitude; it is the degree to which an individual is attentive and
absorbed in the performance of their roles… the focus of engagement is one’s
formal role performance rather than extra-role and voluntary behavior (Saks, 2006,
p. 602).
2006

A distinct and unique construct that consists of cognitive, emotional, and behavioral
components that are associated with individual role performance
(Saks, 2006, p. 602).

2008

Work engagement as a positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is
characterized by: (1) vigor (i.e. high levels of energy and mental resilience while
working, the willingness to invest effort in one’s work, and persistence also in the
face of difficulties); (2) dedication (i.e. a sense of significance, enthusiasm,
inspiration, pride, and challenge); and (3) absorption (i.e. being fully concentrated
and engrossed in one’s work, whereby time passes quickly and one has difficulties
with detaching oneself from work) (Schaufeli, Taris, & van Rhenen, 2008, p. 176).

2008

[Engaged] employees are mentally and emotionally invested in their work and in
contributing to their employer’s success (Czarnowsky, 2008, p. 6).

2010

Employees who find meaning at work are more competent, committed and
contribute to the mission and purpose of the organization (Ulrich & Ulrich, 2010).

2011

Employees who are engaged in their work are fully connected with their work roles.
They are bursting with energy, dedicated to their work, and immersed in their work
activities (Bakkar, 2011, p. 265).

2011

Organization engagement is a dynamic, changeable psychological state, which links
employees to their organizations, manifest in organizational member role
performances, expressed physically, cognitively and emotionally, and influenced by
organization-level internal communication (Welch, 2011, p. 328).

2012

Employee engagement is the emotional commitment the employee has to the
organization and its goals. This emotional commitment means engaged employees
actually care about their work and their company. They don’t work just for a
paycheck, or just for the next promotion, but work on behalf of the organization’s
goals. When employees care—when they are engaged—they use discretionary
effort (Kruse, 2012).

2012

The degree of one’s allegiance of self-in-role towards one’s company and the extra
effort put in, to help the firm achieve its goals. (Shanmugam & Krishnaveni, 2012,
p. 190).

Table 7 continued on following page
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Table 7 (continued)
Year
Definition
2013
Engagement refers to involvement, commitment, passion, enthusiasm,
absorption, focused effort, zeal, dedication, and energy. (Schaufeli, 2013,
p. 1)
2013

Work engagement refers to the relationship of the employee with his or her work,
although the meaning of engagement at work may seem clear at first glance, a
closer look into the literature reveals the indistinctness of the concept. As with many
other psychological terms, work engagement is easy to recognize in practice yet
difficult to define. (Schaufeli, 2013, p. 1)

employee engagement can be universally defined and measured, it cannot be managed. He
also says that without such a definition, individuals will be unable to know if improvement
efforts are working (Ferguson, 2007). He argued that the definitions often sound similar to
other better known and established constructs, such as organizational commitment and
organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) (Robinson et al., 2004).
Rich et al. (2010) theorize that:
Engagement, conceptualized as the investment of an individual’s complete self into a
role, provides a more comprehensive explanation of relationships with performance
than do well-known concepts that reflect narrower aspects of the individual. Their
studies hypothesize that engagement mediates relationships between value
congruence, perceived organizational support, and core self-evaluations, and two job
performance dimensions: task performance and organizational citizenship behavior.
Job involvement, job satisfaction, and intrinsic motivation were included as mediators,
but did not exceed engagement in explaining relationships among the antecedents and
performance outcomes. (p. 617)
Christian, Garza, and Slaughter (2011) investigated the uniqueness of engagement as a
concept and clarified its network of constructs. Using a conceptual framework based on

35
Macey and Schneider (2008), the Christian et al. study results suggest that work engagement
is a useful construct that deserves further attention.

Consistent Elements Among Definitions
Most often employee engagement has been defined as emotional and intellectual
commitment to the organization (Baumruk, 2004; Richman, 2006; Shaw, 2005) or the amount
of discretionary effort exhibited by employees in their job (Frank, Finnigan, & Taylor, 2004).
Macey and Schneider (2008) say that common to definitions researched is the notion
that employee engagement (1) is a desirable condition; (2) has an organizational purpose; and
(3) connotes involvement, commitment, passion, enthusiasm, focused effort, and energy; so, it
has both attitudinal and behavioral components.

Discretionary Effort

Engagement is thought to be an indicator of employee willingness to expend
discretionary effort to help the employer. Contextual performance is performance that is not
formally required as part of the job, but that helps shape its social and psychological context
(Borman & Motowidlo, 1997). These types of behaviors do not contribute directly to an
organization’s technical core, but rather, they contribute to the organization by nurturing an
environment favorable to the accomplishment of work involved to meet or exceed the mission
of the company. When individuals invest energy into their work roles, they should have
higher contextual performance, which relates to an individual’s propensity to behave in ways
that facilitate the social and psychological context of an organization.
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Sources of Confusion

Four problems with the employee engagement construct were cited by Little and Little
(2006)
1. Is engagement an attitude or behavior?
2. Is it a group-level or individual-level phenomenon?
3. Is there overlap with other constructs?
4. Do measurement issues obscure the true meaning of engagement?

Attitude or Behavior?
Endres and Mancheno-Smoak (2008) analyzed Question 1 from Little and Little
(2006). They discuss how Robinson did not distinguish between attitudes and behaviors and
mixed both in his definition. Their comments are italicized in the following quote.
Robinson et al. (2005) mixes the concept by defining employee engagement as: “the
individual’s involvement and satisfaction with as well as enthusiasm for work,” which
is an attitude; “desire to work to make things better” which is a behavioral intention;
and “working longer hours, trying harder, accomplishing more and speaking positively
about the organization” which are behaviors. (Endres and Mancheno-Smoak, 2008,
pp. 72-73)
I was not concerned about the confusion, because I believe that engagement is both an
attitude and a behavior. It is an attitude that influences workplace behavior. (At this point in
time, I have not decided whether either is innate or learned. It is a chicken-and-egg question
that adds to the confusion.)
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Individual or Group Phenomenon?

I believe engagement is an individual phenomenon that can be affected positively or
negatively by organizational or group actions. Group engagement does not exist without
engagement by the individuals who comprise that group. Employees are either engaged of
disengaged to varying degrees. If a person is actively disengaged, and the company or group
within the company implements interventions to bring about engagement, that engagement
will not take place without each employee’s consent or buy-in. The confusion might stem
from engagement definitions that talk about group level goals (increased revenue, customer
satisfaction, employee retention). This perspective attracts businesses to invest in the
phenomena, and has paid the fees of many consultants. An employee is attracted to a
company that has values and a mission in alignment with his/her beliefs. Because of this
attraction the employee’s interest in knowing, promoting, and achieving corporate/company
goals is heightened, creating a win/win situation for both the employee and the employer.

Possible Overlaps with Other Constructs

I believe that neither antecedents nor consequences should be included in the
definition of employee engagement. I do acknowledge that this is difficult to do. Other
constructs may provide a guidepost, or lend some familiarity to the construct, by giving the
reader a context for engagement. Scholarly literature includes references to constructs such as
commitment, organizational citizenship, job satisfaction, job involvement, and intrinsic
motivation. Saks found that engagement is distinguishable from several related constructs,
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most notably organizational commitment, organizational citizenship behavior, and job
involvement. Saks’s study (2006) found: (1) a meaningful difference between job and
organization engagement; that (2) perceived organizational support predicts both job and
organization engagement; (3) job characteristics predicts job engagement; and (4) procedural
justice predicts organization engagement. In addition, job and organization engagement
mediated the relationships between the antecedents and job satisfaction, organizational
commitment, intentions to quit, and organizational citizenship behavior.
Rich et al. (2010) examine task performance and organizational citizenship behavior.
They studied 245 firefighters and their supervisors. The results “supported our hypotheses
that engagement mediates relationships between value congruence, perceived organizational
support, and core self-evaluation, and two job performance dimensions: task performance
and organizational citizenship behavior” (p. 317).

Measurement Issues that Obscure the Meaning of Engagement

Various studies use different protocols, frame the concept in different ways, and
usually introduce a different definition. The studies used surveys, job satisfaction indexes,
and company-specific instruments. They measured antecedents and consequences of
engagement. When the instruments vary, and what they measure differs, then the study results
are apt to vary.
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The Employee Engagement Construct

Antecedents

Wollard and Shuck (2011) conducted a review of the literature and 42 antecedents
were recorded in their article. They chose to group them at the levels of the individual and the
organization. They define antecedent as:
Antecedents of employee engagement are defined as constructs, strategies, or
conditions that precede the development of employee engagement and that come
before an organization or manager reaps the benefits of engagement-related outputs
(e.g., higher levels of productivity, lower levels of turnover). (p. 433)
Table 8 was developed by and is reproduced from Wollard and Shuck (2011). The
items that have empirical evidence are denoted by the exponent a.

Satisfaction, Motivation, and Commitment
According to Christian et al. (2011), researchers have argued that engagement – as a
motivational variable – should lead to high levels of job performance. Employee engagement
is fundamentally a motivational concept that represents the active allocation of personal
resources toward the task associated with a work role. EE has been found to be positively
related to individual job performance.
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Table 8
Antecedents to Employee Engagement
Individual Antecedents EE
Absorption a
Available to engage
Coping style
Curiosity
Dedication a
Emotional fit
Employee motivation
Employee/work/family status
Feelings of choice and control
Higher levels of corporate citizenship a
Involvement in meaningful work a
Link individual and organizational goals a
Optimism
Perceived organizational support a

Organizational Antecedents to EE
Authentic corporate culture a
Clear expectations a
Corporate social responsibility a
Encouragement
Feedback
Hygiene factors
Job characteristics a
Job control
Job it
Leadership
Level of task challenge a
Manager expectations a
Manager self-efficacy a
Mission and vision
Opportunities for learning
Perception of workplace safety a
Positive workplace climate a
Rewards
Supportive organizational culture a
Talent management
Use of strengths a
Note: Excerpted from Wollard & Shuck (2011), p.429. Used with permission.

According to Schmidt and Marson (2006), employee engagement encompasses two
distinct yet related factors:
 Employee satisfaction – the level of contentment or happiness workers assign to:
o Attributes of their job/position,
o Their organization, and
o The general or overall way they feel about their employment.
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 Employee commitment – The pride people feel for their organization as well as the
degree to which they:
o Intend to remain with the organization;
o Desire to serve or to perform at high levels;
o Positively recommend their organization to others; and
o Strive to improve the organization’s results.

How EE Differs from Job Satisfaction

According to Bakker (2011) work engagement is different from job satisfaction in that
it combines high work pleasure (dedication) with high activation (vigor, absorption); job
satisfaction is typically a more passive form of employee well-being. Work engagement is
different from work-related flow in that it refers to a longer performance episode; flow
typically refers to a peak experience that may last only 1 hour or even less. Finally, work
engagement is different from motivation, in that it also refers to cognition (absorption) and
affect (vigor)—in addition to motivation (dedication). Not surprisingly then, work
engagement is a better predictor of job performance than are many earlier constructs.

Dimensions of EE

Bakkar, Schaufeli, Leiter, and Taris (2008, p. 189) said that most scholars agree that
engagement includes an energy dimension and an identification dimension. Work engagement
is characterized by a high level of energy and strong identification with one’s work. These
authors also pointed out that:
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Engagement as behavior (driving energy in one’s work role) is considered as the
manifestation of psychological presence, a particular mental state. In its turn,
management is assumed to produce positive outcomes, both at the individual level
(personal growth and development) as well as at the organizational level (performance
quality). (p. 189)
Kahn characterized the psychological dimension of engagement as people feeling
“attentive, connected, integrated, and focused in their role performance” (Kahn, 1992, p. 322).

Outcomes of EE

Mani (2011) says neither Kahn (1990) nor May et al. (2004) included outcomes in
their studies. Kahn (1992) proposed that engagement leads to both individual outcomes (i.e.,
quality of people’s work and their own experiences of doing that work), as well as
organizational-level outcomes (i.e., the growth and productivity of organizations).
Macey and Schneider (2008) indicated that sources of confusion for engagement are
differences in state, trait, or behavior. In an effort to resolve the confusion, they prepared a
model that provided the framework for understanding the elements of employee engagement.
Trust engagement includes possessing a positive view of life and work, a proactive
personality, an autotelic personality (one who pursues accomplishment for his/her own sake
rather than to gain a material reward and/or avoid a punishment), a trait positive affect, and
conscientiousness. State engagement involves feelings of energy, absorption, involvement,
commitment, empowerment, and emotional satisfaction. Behavior engagement is the extra
role model behavior, organizational citizenship behavior, proactive and personal initiative,
role expansion, and being adaptive. Error! Reference source not found.
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Figure 2 depicts the relationships among these types of engagement, and how they are
affected by work attributes, transformational leadership, and a trust relationship.

Figure 2. Framework for Understanding the Elements of Employee Engagement (Macey
Schneider, 2008. P. 4). Used with permission.

Employee Disengagement

The antithesis of employee engagement is not simply lack of engagement, but rather,
proactive disengagement. For example, workers choose not to engage as a form of resistance
to management, or the power structure or the politics of an organization. Their actions are a
way of bringing issues/concerns to management’s attention when their voices have not been
heard. They may be trying to bring management and/or executive attention to negative or
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inhumane work conditions (such as the expectation that workers will do more with far less,
work extended hours, and/or take on multiple roles with additional responsibilities for no
additional compensation).

The Context of Difficult Economic Times

The Great Recession was a transformational event (Grunsky et al., 2011) as evidenced
by the adjustments people had to make during this time. Times were changing and that
meant people and environments were forced to deal with those changes.
The environment of difficult economic times is an example of what some popular
press articles refer to as a burning platform. This is a strategy, in a business sense, because in
many organizations if there were no looming disaster or catastrophe, management might be
known to create one of doom and gloom to motivate employees (i.e. the loss of revenue to a
competitor). While this is an area for concern, it may not mean the impending demise of a
corporation. In difficult economic times supervisors knew they either had to adjust (i.e., leap
from the burning platform) or perish. The burning platform story has become a part of the
organizational change landscape. The story is:
At nine-thirty on a July evening in 1988, a disastrous explosion and fire occurred on
the Piper Alpha oil-drilling platform in the North Sea off the coast of Scotland. One
hundred and sixty-six crew members and two rescuers lost their lives in what was (and
still is) the worst catastrophe in the fifty-year history of North Sea oil exportation. One
of the sixty-three crew members who survived was Andy Mochan, a superintendent on
the rig. From the hospital, he told of being awakened by the explosion and alarms.
Badly injured, he escaped from his quarters to the platform edge. Beneath him, oil had
surfaced and ignited. Twisted steel and other debris littered the surface of the water.
Because of the water’s temperature, he knew that he could live a maximum of only
twenty minutes if not rescued. Despite all that, Andy jumped fifteen stories from the
platform to the water. When asked why he took that potentially fatal leap, he did not
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hesitate. He said, “It was either jump or fry.” He chose possible death over certain
death. Andy jumped because he felt he had no choice – the price of staying on the
platform was too high. “It was fry or jump, so I jumped.” – Andy Mochan. [When
interviewed at a later date, he commented:] “I knew that if I stayed on the platform, I
was going to fry.” Andy chose probable death over inevitable death. (Connor, 2002)
Connor sees similarities in this scenario and his interviews with various management
personnel. Their stories were consistent:
“I had to make the changes work, no matter how difficult or frightening the process
was.” I was most struck with how often leaders talked openly about wishing they
didn’t have to pursue the changes they were implementing so well. “With everything
else we have going on around here, this initiative is not what I thought I would be busy
doing. The execution process is uncertain and the risk of poor outcomes is high. We
don’t have the time for this right now; we don’t have the resources and we don’t have
the people. The problem is, if we don’t pull this change off well, the consequences will
be too much to bear. I have to get it done and done right.” (Connor, 2002)
Difficult economic times forced some companies to close their doors, lay off
employees, change or add job duties of those remaining, make adjustments to their standard
operating procedures, and a host of other scenarios that will be addressed in subsequent
chapters. In some cases, certain companies thrived because of the nature of their businesses.
White (2008) described situational decisions:
Charles Dickens once started a novel with the following words: "It was the best of
times; it was the worst of times... it was the spring of hope; it was the winter of
despair." He could have been describing today's economy.
Small firms, especially, struggle with changing market conditions. How about the
local business that manufactures airplane parts? In an upbeat economy, inventory may
be flying off the shelves. But if OPEC decides to raise oil prices or a significant
segment of the public decides to avoid air travel, the firm's highly skilled machinists
may find themselves in the unemployment line. Or take a small construction firm.
Sales revenues can be influenced by a wide variety of conditions, including lumber
prices, interest rates, and gyrations in the global economy.
Uncertain market conditions can affect the productivity of even the most stalwart and
loyal employees. Workers who face indefinite futures may find it difficult to stay
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focused. A major challenge for managers, throughout the ups and downs of business
cycles, is motivating employees and keeping them on track.
Hollon (2008) reflects on the importance of frequent communication with employees
and management’s role with the workforce. He emphasizes the failure of management to
communicate the impact of economic downturn with employees. An argument can be made
that worker engagement can mean the difference between survival and failure for a firm.
In July, I wrote a blog post at Workforce.com that posed the question "Just How Bad a
Job Market Are We In, Anyway?" I quoted Georgia Labor Commissioner Michael
Thurmond, who told the Atlanta Journal-Constitution that he had never seen a job
market as rough as this one. "It's a Darwinian job market," he said. "You take what
you can get." (Hollon, 2008, p. 50)
Difficult economic times require more attention to employee engagement by business
and management.

Background on Selected Management Styles

Several management styles are relevant to the role of the supervisor in employee
engagement and strategies used in a down economy. This section provides background
information on management styles pertinent to this study.

Relationship-Based Leadership

According to Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995), a more effective leadership process is
evolving through effective relationships-building.
Using this approach, emphasis is placed not on how managers discriminate among
their people, but rather on how they may work with each person on a one-on-one basis
to develop a partnership with each of them. The shift in focus moves the theory
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beyond traditional thinking about “superiors” and “subordinates” to an examination of
leadership as a partnership among dyadic members. (p. 229)

Servant Leadership

Servant leadership is a popular-press variation on relationship-based leadership.
Figure 3 depicts a conceptualization of servant leadership, using an inverted management
pyramid, in which the leaders support the managers/supervisors who support the workers.

Workers

Supervisors/
Managers
Leaders

Servant leaders support the workers

Figure 3. Representation of Servant Leadership.

Russell and Stone (2002) list attributes that servant leaders possess and express in their
behaviors (see Table 9). The authors discussed functional attributes of servant leaders and the
attributes that accompany the functional attributes. For example, a servant leader with vision
(functional attribute) communicates that vision. Communication is the accompanying
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attribute. A servant leader uses modeling as the strategy to influence employees. Modeling is
the functional attribute and influencing is the accompanying attribute.

Table 9
Attributes of Servant Leaders
Functional attributes
Accompanying Attributes
Vision
Communication
Honesty
Credibility
Integrity
Competence
Trust
Stewardship
Service
Visibility
Modeling
Influence
Pioneering
Persuasion
Appreciation of others
Listening
Empowerment
Encouragement
Teaching
Delegation
(Russell & Stone, 2002, p. 148). Used with permission of Emerald Group Publishing.

Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995) state that research into Leader-Member Exchange (LMX)
theory has been gaining momentum. Servant leadership is a relationship-based approach to
leadership. The central concept of the theory is that effective leadership processes occur when
leaders and followers are able to develop mature leadership relationships (partnerships), and
thus gain access to the many benefits such relationships bring. Russell and Stone (2002) have
a model that depicts how effective leadership relationships develop between dyadic partners
(see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Servant Leadership Model One (Russell & Stone, 2002, p. 154). Used with
permission by Emerald Group Publishing.
In Fairholm’s (1997) opinion. "Becoming servant leaders engages us in personal,
internal self-change and changes our outward behavior'' (p. 149).

Transformational Leadership

According to Burns (1978), transformational leadership is a process in which "leaders
and followers help each other to advance to a higher level of morale and motivation."
Transformational leadership is defined as a leadership approach that causes change in
individuals and social systems. In its ideal form, it creates valuable and positive
change in the followers with the end goal of developing followers into leaders.
Enacted in its authentic form, transformational leadership enhances the motivation,
morale and performance of followers through a variety of mechanisms. These include
connecting the follower's sense of identity and self to the mission and the collective
identity of the organization; being a role model for followers that inspires them;
challenging followers to take greater ownership for their work, and understanding the
strengths and weaknesses of followers, so the leader can align followers with tasks that
optimize their performance. (p. 1)
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Transformational leaders create something new from something old by changing the
basic political and cultural systems. They accomplish this change by challenging and
transforming individuals' emotions, values, ethics, standards, and long-term goals through the
process of charismatic and visionary leadership (Northouse, 2007). The term transformational
leadership was first coined in Rebel Leadership: Commitment and Charisma in the
Revolutionary Process by Downton (1973); however, its emergence did not really come about
until Burn's (1978) classic, Leadership was published. Burns noted that the majority of
leadership models and practices were based on transactional processes that focused on
exchanges between the leader and followers, such as promotions for performing excellent
work or punishment for being late. On the other hand, transformational leaders engage with
their followers to create a connection that raises the level of motivation and morality in not
only the followers, but also the leaders themselves.
Bass and Riggio (2006) wrote how transformational leadership inspired followers to
do more by: (a) raising their levels of consciousness of the organizational goals, (b) rising
above their own self-interest for the sake of the organization, and (c) addressing higher level
needs.
While charisma of the leader is necessary for the followers to achieve the above needs,
other conditions are also necessary, such as motivational forces, intellectual
stimulation, and individualized consideration. (Northouse, 2007, p. 175)
Figure 3 depicts a leadership continuum of styles from transformational and
transaction leaders, who take specific actions through to laissez-faire leaders who use a handsoff approach. The figure shows factors on the leadership continuum that have been identified
by researchers.
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Figure 3. Leadership Continuum and Factors (Northouse, 2003).

Gray areas exist between transformational and transactional leadership, because it is a
continuum; and, rather than keeping with one mode of operation, leaders may operate out of
all three modes (transformational, transactional, and laissez-faire).

Emotional Intelligence
Although not a management style, the construct of emotional intelligence (EQ) can be
linked to employee engagement. According to Goleman (2011) emotional intelligence
expands into the following five domains:


Knowing one’s emotions - self-awareness, recognizing a feeling as it happens, is the
keystone of emotional intelligence.



Managing emotions – handling feelings so they are appropriate, is an ability that
builds on self-awareness.
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Motivating one’s self – marshaling emotions in the service of a goal.



Recognizing emotions in others – empathy is another ability that builds on emotional
self- awareness.



Handling relationships – the art of relationships is, in large part, skill in managing
emotions in others.
Goleman believes that EQ relies on self-awareness, self-discipline, and empathy –

because these factors add up to an alternative way (other than IQ) of being smart in the
workplace and in life. Goleman (2011) also believes that EI can be nurtured throughout life’s
journey. Figure 6 depicts how self-awareness flows into both self-management and social
awareness, while self-management and social awareness flow into relationship management.

Figure 6. Self-Awareness and Emotional Intelligence Model (Goleman, 2011). Used with
permission.
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Summary

This chapter described the process used to conduct the literature review associated
with this research project. I examined literature from scholarly and practitioner sources with
respect to the employee engagement phenomenon: history, the international perspective, and
the multiplicity of definitions of employee engagement. In addition, the review addressed
employee engagement as a construct (its antecedents) and scholarly opinions on what the
construct currently involves and what it should include. This chapter addressed the economy
just prior to and during the study. Finally, background was provided on selected management
styles.

CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY

This chapter addresses the rationale for choosing a qualitative research design and
describes the specific research strategy of the study. Explanations include: (a) the methods
used for participant selection, data collection, and data analysis; (b) tools that were developed
or selected to support data collection and analysis; and (c) how the design evolved. Finally, I
address trustworthiness of the data and study results.
This study examined the phenomenon of employee engagement, through the lens of
the first-line supervisor; that is, the person who, regardless of title (manager, supervisor,
director, etc.), is held accountable for the performance of a set of people (employees)
reporting directly to the supervisor, (i.e., direct reports). More specifically, this study
examined (a) how first-line supervisors perceived the engagement level of their employees
during a down economy; and (b) what changes, if any, occurred in terms of engagement
and/or disengagement as a result of business realities during an extended recessionary
economy. Furthermore, the study explored indicators used by first-line supervisors to
determine whether employees were engaged (or not), and strategies first-line supervisors used
either to keep employees engaged or to re-engage those who were perceived as disengaged.
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Selection of the Research Approach

Qualitative inquiry is particularly appropriate to address meaning-making and
perspectives of research participants. The major concern of such analysis is to understand how
the day to day world is viewed from participants’ perspectives (Schwandt, 2000).
Perceptions are regarded as a primary source of knowledge inquiry (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2000). This study used supervisors’ perceptions as the primary source of data.
Subjects were asked to reflect upon their lived experiences and then provide stories and
descriptions of those experiences (Moustakas, 1994). In this study, supervisors shared
examples and provided descriptions of the engaged and disengaged employees within their
work settings. They also described changes in their work environments that they attributed to
business realities in recessionary times.
Spiegelberg (1965) suggests exploring several occurrences or examples of the
phenomenon to gain a sense of its essence. I conducted an on-line survey of first-line
supervisors, and then conducted interviews with 29 of the 34 people who completed the
survey. The investigation involved supervisors (a) working in private, non-profit, and
government business sectors; (b) managing large, small, and entrepreneurial units; who had
(c) varying years of supervisory experience, and (d) varying years of tenure within their
current companies.
Because I was interested in studying engagement, and understanding its meaning for
those involved, qualitative methodology seemed best suited. This method is aligned with my
belief in constructionism, as described by Merriam (2002):
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A central characteristic of qualitative research is that individuals construct reality in
interaction with their social worlds. Constructionism underlies this basic interpretive
qualitative study. (p. 37)
Qualitative research is caught up in the performances and practices of everyday
communication (Lindloff & Taylor, 2011). “Through them [practices of communication], we
enact the meanings of our relationships in various contexts” (Lindloff & Taylor, 2011, p. 4).
Merriam (2002) provided the principles with which this research was conducted. She
suggested that when conducting a basic interpretive qualitative research project, I should
focus on: (a) how people interpret their experiences, (b) how they construct their worlds, and
(c) what meaning they attribute to their experiences.
Qualitative inquiry is often naturalistic – focusing on how people behave when
absorbed in real life experiences (work) in natural settings (on the job). I chose a naturalistic
interpretive inquiry as my qualitative research strategy for several reasons. This study was
designed within a qualitative paradigm, because:
1. Its objective was to gain understanding and meaning.
2. The participants, first-line supervisors, were the primary instruments of data
collection.
3. The analysis would be done solely by me.
4. Conclusions were based on my observations, survey responses and interview data.
5. Qualitative research designs can be evolving and adaptable, so I was able to be
responsive to changing conditions of the study as it progressed.
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Participant Selection

Participants were selected using a snow-ball technique; that is, referrals were
requested from known contacts (after said contacts had been briefed on the purpose of the
study and the criteria being used to select participants). The subjects in this study were made
known to me through referrals by professional association and business associates, or by the
people who agreed to participate and then suggested other possible subjects (see Figure 7).

Figure 7. Snowball Technique.

Snowball sampling seeks to take advantage of the social networks of participants to
provide a researcher with an ever-expanding set of potential contacts (Thomson, 1997). This
process was based on the assumption that a bond or link exists between the initial sample and
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others in the same target population, allowing a series of referrals to be made within a circle
of acquaintances (Berg, 1998).
According to Moustakas (1994) the criteria for the subjects include those individuals
who have experienced the phenomenon, who are willing to participate in a lengthy interview,
and who permit the investigator to audiotape the interview. Individuals eligible for this study
were (1) supervisors, (2) with at least two years of supervisory experience, and (3) who had
worked in an organization that was affected by the economic downturn. These criteria
allowed participants time to experience changes in the workplace brought about by the
economic downturn.
I began seeking entry into the proposed target audience locations by asking for leads at
local Service Corps of Retired Executives (SCORE) and the Association for Talent
Development (ATD) meetings. I also made a presentation at the National Association of
Postal Supervisors (NAPS) Meeting.


The SCORE Association, originally comprised of retired executives now includes
currently employed executives. The organization is dedicated to entrepreneur
establishment, education, and growth for the success of small businesses within the
nation, and specifically in Peoria, the ten counties serviced by the Peoria Chapter.



Association for Talent Development (ATD). The mission of the local Chapter is to
positively enhance the performance and effectiveness of all organizations in the Heart
of Illinois through the power of workplace learning.
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National Association of Postal Supervisors (NAPS) is a professional management
association dedicated to the welfare of its membership, the more than 26,000 active
and retired United States Postal Service supervisors, managers and postmasters.

Later, I met with the President of Peoria’s Chamber of Commerce and the Director of the
Turner Center for Entrepreneurship at Bradley University (Illinois).
The initial contact of potential subjects occurred via email asking for the individual’s
participation in the study, starting with an on-line survey. Initially, 34 people volunteered.
These participants were sent a link to the on-line survey. The first question asked for the
participant’s informed consent. Of the 34 who consented and completed the survey, 29
elected to continue with the process and participate in an audio-taped interview (face-to- face
or via telephone). They were sent paper consent forms; once they signed and returned the
forms, interviews were scheduled. Appendix A, Pre-Survey Documents, includes a copy of
the email invitation to participate in the survey, the survey consent item, the script used to set
up the interviews (and ensure the person met the study participant criteria), and the informed
consent form.

Data Collection

Data collection was accomplished through two primary methods: an on-line survey
and personal interviews. Some artifacts were also viewed (e.g., manuals, plans, descriptions
of recognition programs).
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Online Survey

The primary purpose of the on-line survey was to provide a sense of first-line
supervisors’ views about employee engagement. The survey instrument contained 30 items.
The first item requested the individual’s consent to participate. If a person did not consent to
participate, no further items were displayed for the individual’s response (i.e., he/she could
not complete the survey). Seventeen items addressed respondents’ attributes, that is,
collected demographic information (e.g., length of time as supervisor, number of employees
supervised). The remaining 12 items were open-ended questions (e.g., asking the supervisor
how he/she would define employee engagement; what behaviors indicated that an employee
was engaged or disengaged; what internal and external factors affected engagement). Results
were compiled by survey item (See Appendix B). Prior to the interview process, I reviewed
each participant’s responses. The responses helped me feel better prepared to conduct the
interviews. Refer to Appendix B, Compilation of Participant Responses by Survey Item.
Thirty-four people (22 men and 12 women) completed the online survey. Twentynine continued on through the interview process.

Interviews

I conducted semi-structured interviews with 29 participants, in 2013, beginning March
6 through July 17. Refer to Appendix C, Interview Protocol.
Table 10 includes the participants’ responses to selected descriptive data items and
indicates whether the participant completed only the survey or both survey and interview.
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Interviews

I conducted semi-structured interviews with 29 participants, in 2013, beginning March
6 through July 17. Refer to Appendix C, Interview Protocol.
Table 10
Participant Descriptors and Participation Level Completed
Name
Leo
Diane
Melvin
Charlie
Pete
Thomas
Jackie
Jennifer
Scott
Susan
Kathleen
Justin
Kimberly
Eric
Mark
Daryl
Patty
Michael
Zach
Steve
Rhonda
Daniel
Ann
Kevin
Jim
Bonnie
Ed
Joyce
Milton
Brad
George

Age

Ethnicity

Gender

Work Exp.
(Yrs)

37
48
70
52
50
63
55
49
63
35
38
64
54
35
46
63
55
51
43
53
41
65
70
51
54
58
53
48
57
54
59

C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
A
C
C
A
C
C
H
C
C
C
C
C

M
F
M
M
M
M
F
F
M
F
F
M
F
M
M
M
F
M
M
M
F
M
F
M
M
F
M
F
M
M
M

02
------02
23
06
10
32
07
04
16
30
---20
03
34
-18
16
15
23
--23
--

Suprv.
Exp.
(Yrs)
15
26
48
10
10
37
04
25
27
14
14
35
31
14
---31
17
29
-38
29
--35
--38
--

Business
Sector

Participation
Level
Completed

PR
PR
NP
PR
PR
NP
PR
PR
PR
QG
QG
PR
PR
PR
PR
PR
NP
QG
PR
QG
PR
QG/NP
QG/NP
QG
QG
QG
QG/NP
QG
QG
PR
PR

SPI
SPI
STI
STI
SPI
SPI
SPI
SPI
SPI
SPI
SPI
SPI
SPI
STI
SPI
STI
SPI
STI
STI
STI
STI
STI
STI
STI
STI
STI
STI
S
S
SPI
S
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Suprv.
Participation
Business
Exp.
Level
Sector
(Yrs)
Completed
Seth
58
C
M
--PR
S
Agnes
58
C
F
07
-PR
SPI
Carl
37
C
M
--PR
S
Legend: Business Sector, PR=Private, NP=Non-Profit, QG=Quasi-Government.
Participation Level, S=Survey only, SPI=Survey plus in-person Interview, STI=Survey plus telephone
interview.
Name

Age

Ethnicity

Gender

Work Exp.
(Yrs)
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The interviews were informal and interactive, utilizing open-ended questions. Fifteen
participants were interviewed face-to-face; the remaining 14 were interviewed via telephone.
I conducted all interviews personally, and with permission of the interviewees, I audio-taped
each interview. In the next few paragraphs, I will explain why both face-to-face interviews
and telephone interviews were used, and that the study’s integrity was not compromised by
mixing these two approaches.
I considered audio-taping to be very important, because doing so (a) provided a
record of the participant’s actual words, which supported my accountability to the data; and,
(b) offered an assurance to participants that a record of their words would exist. Such a
record was intended to give them confidence that their words would be treated responsibly
(Seidman, 1998).
Personally conducting the interviews allowed me to encourage participants to share
their stories about employee engagement, probe for details or clarifications, and request
artifacts used in employee engagement strategies. The same interview protocol was used for
both face-to-face and telephone interviews. Opdendakker (2006) indicates that in qualitative
research, face-to-face interviews have been the principal technique used; however, since the
inception and growth of technologies, the telephone interview has become more prevalent. I
preferred the face-to-face interview because that mode enabled me to read the body language
of the person being interviewed; however, I found that the vocal cues in the telephone
interviews served a similar purpose. The face-to-face interview also allowed me to respond to
non-verbal communication in real time as well as to scan the work site for related artifacts.
Opdendakker (2006) supports my plan in the following quote:
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Face-to-face interviews are characterized by synchronous communication in time and
place. Due to this synchronous communication, as no other interview method, face-toface interviews can take advantage of social cues. Social cues, such as voice,
intonation, body language etc. of the interviewee can give the interviewer a lot of extra
information that can be added to the verbal answer of the interviewee on a question.
Opdendakker further explains:
In the face-to-face interview there is no significant time delay between question and
answer; the interviewer and interviewee can directly react on what the other says or
does. An advantage of this synchronous communication is that the answer of the
interviewee is more spontaneous, without an extended reflection.
Some interviews were conducted via telephone to accommodate the interviewee’s
time and place preferences or because the interviewee lived out-of-state, (i.e., Michigan,
Missouri, and Washington, DC). Travel was considered cost prohibitive. Additionally,
telephone interviews allowed access to workplaces that were closed to outside visitors.
The limitations of phone interviews were that I could not observe body language or
the surroundings where the individual was employed. However, voice intonation and pitch
allowed me to respond in real time during the phone conversation. Opdendakker (2006)
indicates that another advantage of telephone interviewing is synchronous communication of
time and that the interview can be taped. He states that although social cues are limited;
enough cues are present to make judgments about participants’ responses.

Transcriptions of Audio-Tapes

Each interview (both face-to-face and telephone) was audio-taped, with participant
permission, and then transcribed. I also took copious notes in the event of equipment failure
and as a way to verify information.
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The interview transcript was then made available to each participant. Seven
participants elected to make revisions of what had been captured; some made only a few
clarifications; most accepted the transcript in the form that was presented to them.

Field Notes and Reflective Journal

Following each interview I made notes capturing my perspectives and reflections
about the interview: the environment; descriptive notes on the behaviors (verbal and
nonverbal) of the participant; insights suggested by the interview; my afterthoughts; and
possible areas for follow-up. The purpose of these notes was to stimulate my critical thinking
with respect to the study data, findings, and possible conclusions.

Artifacts

Artifacts were requested of participants during face-to-face (FF) interviews.
Approximately one-third of the FF interviewees provided artifacts representing recognition,
training, and development programs in support of engaging employees. In most cases, I was
allowed to view, but not take copies of, items such as plans, manuals, and assessments.

Changes to Proposed Methodology

Originally, I began the interview with a social conversation to create a relaxed and
trusting environment (Moustakas, 1994). One major change was made after the first couple of
interviews. I decided it would enhance my rapport with the participants if, at the start of the
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interview, we mutually reviewed their responses to selected on-line survey items (usually
those I wanted clarified or expanded). This approach was used at the beginning of each
subsequent interview. It allowed me to request more details and ask for examples to support
some of the participants’ statements. This change seemed to work well, and was followed for
all the remaining interviews.

Profile of Participants

Participants identified themselves (and their work roles) as first-line supervisors, in
small businesses or business units (i.e., 1-30 direct reports), who had weathered the storms of
the great recession and its recovery period. The sample selection was purposeful, because “the
investigator wants to discover, understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a sample
from which the most can be learned” (Merriam, 1998b, p. 61).
Tables 11 through 16 summarize the distribution of interview participants by various
characteristics. I interviewed supervisors still in the workplace (ages 35 to 70), with the
exception of three participants; these retirees had left their organizations, in part, due to
changes that materialized because of the poor economic times.

Table 11
Ethnicity of Interview Participants

Male
Female
Total

Afro-American Caucasian
1
17
1
9
2
26

Hispanic
1
1
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Table 12
Participants by Age
30s
5

40s
6

50s
16

60s
5

70s
2

Total
34

Table 13
Participants by Gender and Ethnicity
Male
Female
Total

Afro-American
1
1
2

Caucasian
21
10
31

Hispanic

Total
22
12
34

1
1

Table 14
Participants’ Salary Levels by Business Sector
Annual Salary
< $30
> $30 - < 50
< $50 - < 70
< $70 - < 100
Total

Private
2
1
1
10
14

Non-Profit
1

1
2

Govt.

Education

No Info.

5
8
13

1
2
3

2
2

Total
3
1
7
23
34

Table 15
Participants’ Years as Supervisor and Number of People Supervised
<5
People Supervised
1 – 10
11 – 30
31 – 100
> 100
Total

2

Years as Supervisor
6 – 15
16-25
> 25

1

4
4
2

3

10

3
3
1
2
9

2
1
2
4

No response

Total

4
2

15
9
5
5
34

1
7
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Table 16
Participants by Education Level
High
School
2

Some
College
5

Associate
Degree
1

Bachelor
Degree
14

Master
Degree
9

Doctorate

Total

3

34

Data Analysis

Themes are constructs researchers identify before, during, and after data collection
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). Tentative themes were identified before the data collection during
the initial analysis of the literature. While I was conducting the interviews, common themes
began emerging, and I used constant comparative analysis of the interview data throughout
the process.
Through questions and comments, my peer reviewer helped me recognize when my
personal biases (based on my work experience and familiarity with the scholarly literature on
employee engagement) surfaced. Accordingly, I made a conscious effort to set aside those
preconceived notions and reflect on interviewees’ comments in the contexts in which they had
been presented.
Another step in the analytical process is what Merriam refers to as imaginative
variation (1998a). This process involves reading all transcriptions carefully, and approaching
data from different angles to seek out varying perspectives. The goal is to get a sense of the
whole phenomenon, including the underlying factors that account for the phenomenon
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(Moustakas, 1994). I read the transcripts several times, kept a reflective journal, coded and
sometimes recoded each interview, and maintained research notes of possible themes.

Coding

Coding captures the essence of what the interview transcript is saying. My approach
was guided by Patton (2002), choosing the right tool for the job, because research questions,
conceptual frameworks, methodologies, and field study considerations are context-specific.
Saldaña (2012, p. 46) describes the first and second cycle coding methods as follows. The
first cycle included:


Attribute codes (for all data as a management technique)



Structural codes (for all data as a grand tour overview)



Descriptive codes (inventory or field notes, documents and artifacts)



NVivo codes (for transcripts as a method of familiarizing myself with participants’
language, perspectives and paradigms).

The second cycle used pattern and/or focused codes (for categorizing coded data).
I elected to use NVivo® software, which is designed to support qualitative research. I
coded responses to survey items and the interview transcripts. Coding is an iterative process,
and although the coding steps are described sequentially here, the analysis really occurred
using a constant comparison (or iterative) approach.
1. I began by assigning codes to phrases or sentences or paragraphs. This process also
involved setting parent/child relationships among some of the codes.
2. After five interviews had been coded, I examined the code names for:
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a. Overlaps (passages with multiple codes): Were the different codes needed?
b. Duplication (same concepts with different code names): Could the code names
be consolidated into one more descriptive code?
c. Gaps (highlighted passages for which no codes had been assigned yet): Was a
code needed for these passages, and if so, was a current code sufficient or a
new one needed?
3. Parent and child nodes were reviewed to make sure that they accurately represented
relationships in the data.
4. At this point, I clarified how a given code was being used, creating definitions for
some to ensure consistency of coding. I also made some adjustments to parent/child
relationships among the nodes.
5. Then, the remaining interviews were coded (and Steps 2, 3, and 4 repeated for the
entire set of codes).
6. Next, I requested a peer to review the coding, code definitions, and parent/child node
relationships to ensure that: I had (a) assigned codes to all passages, (b) assigned
codes consistently, and (c) not injected my personal spin or biases on the data.
7. The next phase of the coding process analyzed the nodes to identify common elements
cited by the supervisors, for example, when describing an engaged employee versus a
disengaged employee.
8. I then clustered the information into patterns or themes that had emerged from the
data.
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9. I also compared the data based on various characteristics of the supervisors, e.g., years
of experience as a supervisor, types of business enterprises (public/private sectors,
government/educational institutions). Some commonalities and differences emerged
from comparing the data from such perspectives.
As stated previously, the steps described sequentially here occurred iteratively. Only Steps 8
and 9 occurred at the very end of the analysis process.
Trustworthiness of the Data

A researcher can build credibility and trustworthiness of the interpretive research
results in a number of ways. Guba (1981) proposed four criteria to establish and/or assess
trustworthiness: Truth value, applicability, consistency, and neutrality. These criteria have
been cited frequently in scholarly literature (Koch, 1994; McGloin, 2008; Murphy &
Dingwall, 2003; Pilnick & Swift, 2010; Shenton, 2004). Many methods are available for
meeting Guba’s criteria.
First, I used appropriate methods for data gathering (Murphy & Dingwall, 2003;
Patton, 2002; Pilnick & Swift, 2010). This study gathered data through both an on-line
survey and personal interviews. Shenton (2004, p. 66) suggests, “Opportunities should also
be seized to examine any documents referred to by informants during the actual interviews…
where these can shed more light on the behavior of the people in question.” To this end,
artifacts were also viewed at the sites where face-to-face interviews were conducted.
Telephone interviewees were invited to provide artifacts as well, but due to the proprietary
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nature of artifacts, none of the telephone interviewees shared their business manuals, program
descriptions, etc.
Qualitative research should be made as reproducible as possible (Patton, 2002; Pilnick
& Swift, 2010; Shenton, 2004). To that end, clear and explicit definitions have been provided
for concepts (and codes) used, plus a reflective journal was maintained. This approach helps
make the analysis specific and reproducible. Readers can make their own evaluations of
claims that are made (Pilnick & Swift, 2010).
Trustworthiness can also be built by maintaining an audit trail of the research process
(Guba, 1981; Koch, 1994). I kept a field journal throughout the study that included my (a)
observations during the interviews, (b) reflections after reviewing the interview transcripts, (c)
comments about how I was evolving as a researcher, and (d) refinements I made to the
methodology as outlined in my research proposal. This journal could be used by others to
examine my thought processes, and allow them to assess the accuracy of study conclusions.
Truth value ensures that findings are grounded in the data produced rather than
resulting from the imagination (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The third strategy employed to
ensure trustworthiness was peer review (Krefting, 1991; McGloin, 2008). To monitor for
researcher bias, the coding for each interview was peer reviewed by a colleague who had an
MBA, an understanding of human resource management, knowledge of popular press and
scholastic literature on management and supervision, and 30+ years of work experience in
private, non-for-profit, and educational settings. Also, each interviewee was offered the
chance to read his/her transcript and make clarifications, as desired.
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Study Limitations and Delimitations

Delimitations are actions taken by the researcher to narrow the scope of the study.
This study was restricted to participants who had been first-line supervisors for at least five
years prior to the study, and who had had an opportunity to supervise their workforce during
tough economic times.
Limitations identify potential weaknesses of the study methodology or data. Research
data were based on self-reports by supervisors, and self-reporting is a process that could affect
the data’s accuracy. Individuals may have difficulty explaining their conceptions of employee
engagement, especially with respect to feelings and mindsets before and during the recession.
The supervisors may have forgotten important issues that occurred during the three to five
years prior to the interviews. Accuracy may also be affected, intentionally or unintentionally,
by (a) an individual’s desire to be perceived positively by the interviewer or (b) the
supervisor’s unwillingness to share experiences that he/she considers might make him/her
appear incompetent.

Summary

This chapter specified the procedures used during my field study, described the survey
process, discussed how I obtained candidates for the interviews and why I used both phone
and face-to-face interviews, and outlined the procedures I used during coding and the
strategies I used to ensure trustworthiness. The next chapter introduces my findings and
outlines how the findings are organized.

CHAPTER 4
INTRODUCTION TO THE FINDINGS

This research was based on perspectives of participants regarding their perceptions of
employee engagement in the workplace during difficult economic times. The central research
question of the study was, “How do supervisors foster employee engagement during an
economic downturn?” The role of the supervisor received a lot of attention, perhaps due to
the fact that the interviewees had been selected because they were all in supervisory positions.
Each Findings Chapter will present the study results with respect to one of the themes
that emerged during data analysis. The emergent theme will be presented, described, and
supported by participant quotes. Connections to literature will be made with each emergent
theme.

Participant Perspectives

Study participants reported unique perspectives of experiences in the workplace
during an economic crisis. The information on engagement displayed many similarities and
some differences among study participants depending, in part, on whether the respondent
worked for a large organization or owned the business. Study participants who worked in
small units of large organizations experienced engagement as a goal or were exposed to
formal processes concerning the phenomenon. Study participants who were entrepreneurs
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and owned their businesses told stories about using engagement techniques without much or
any formal training.
Large companies seem to have more negativity during difficult economic times
compared to small companies with fifty or fewer employees. I like to compare the large
company experience to the Communications Game, an icebreaker used by trainers who
deliver communication courses. Although the Mission, Vision, and Corporate Goals are
clearly articulated at the top of the organization, each loses something in its translation from
top to bottom. During the economic downturn, front-line supervisors and middle managers
in large companies believed they were being micromanaged by their executives. They felt
sandwiched (in a negative way) between the organization’s leadership and the workers they
supervised (their direct reports).

Emergent Themes

Six key themes emerged from the interview process. The list is not intended to be allinclusive, but rather to focus on the topics that received the most attention by study
participants.


The Critical Role Supervisors Play Engaging Employees During a Down Economy
(Chapter 5)



Indicators Supervisors Use to Determine Who is Engaged (Chapter 6)
o What it looks like when a person is engaged (Discretionary Effort)
o What it looks like when a person is disengaged. (Disconnection Indicators)



Internal and External Factors Affecting Engagement (Chapter 7)
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Supervisors’ Strategies for Engaging Employees in a Down Economy (Chapter 8)



Engagement at the Company Level (Chapter 9)



The Importance of Communication (Chapter 10)



Conclusions and Recommendations (Chapter 11)

Rationale for the Sequence in Presentation of Themes

The rationale for the order of presenting the data within this dissertation is as follows:


The supervisor’s role rose to the top of the list, having the most comments relative to
other themes and clusters of topics. The interviewees were all supervisors. They saw
their role as being most crucial to the employee engagement process.



The next focus was to identify supervisors’ perceptions about behaviors of employees
who are engaged and disengaged. These behaviors are referred to as indicators.
Supervisors classify an employee as engaged or disengaged depending on which
behaviors an employee exhibit.



The next logical theme to review was: What factors influenced the engaged and/or
disengaged employee behaviors?



Once the influencing factors were compiled and analyzed, I chose to describe the
strategies that supervisors reported they had employed to engage employees in this
challenging economic environment, as well as to eliminate any disconnection
(disengagement) factors.



Then, I believed the study results needed the context of company-level information.
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Finally, comments about communication occurred throughout the interview, across all
interviewees. These data could have been reported as an introduction or over-arching
theme, or as a reflection of each theme. I chose to address them as the final set of
findings, because I believed the reader would need the context of the other themes,
and because the communication theme affects and interweaves, and is affected by the
stories reported within the other themes. In fact, communication (in some form) was
found to be the common thread that binds all of the interviewee comments together
and is woven throughout the fabric of each emergent theme.

Summary

Chapter 4 presented the organizational structure and rationale for the sequencing of
my findings presentations. Chapters 5 through 10 will present details concerning each
emergent theme, including quotes from study participants.

CHAPTER 5
THE CRITICAL ROLE OF SUPERVISORS

The theme that rose to the top of the study was the importance of the influence that the
Supervisor/Manager has on workplace engagement, which is the focus of Chapter Five. For
purposes of this study, a supervisor/manager is a person who has (a) responsibility for a
specific operation or unit and (b) direct control and communication with the worker(s) in that
unit. As a member of management, a supervisor's main job is more concerned with
orchestrating and controlling work rather than performing it directly. A supervisor must work
with and through employees to get the job done on time, with the highest quality, and within
budget (Steinmetz & Todd, 1992).
Table 17 provides a summary of study findings with respect to participant perspectives
of the functions, tasks, and attributes of the supervisor role.

Table 17
Supervisor Functions, Tasks, and Attributes
Functions and Tasks
Achieve business results
Foster open communication
Develop and empower employees
Focus on continuing process improvement
Manage performance

Attributes
Caring (about employees)
Integrity
Transparency
Flexible
Firm, but fair
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Supervisors are the first-line of management responsible for planning, organizing,
directing, and controlling the workers who report to them. Ott (2007) indicates that
engagement levels can vary widely from workplace to workplace and work group to work
group depending on the managers’ influence on the employees. Shuck and Reio (2011)
reviewed several studies and concluded that an employee’s direct manager plays an important
role in the development of engagement-encouraging cultures. Many managerial behaviors
have the potential to provide a sense of meaningful work, a safe area for employees to work
and communicate, as well as the necessary resources to complete work (Hackman & Oldman,
1976; Kahn, 1990; Maslow, 1970).

Views on the Supervisor Role
Jim talked about his viewpoint of getting the supervisory job done. “If the supervisor
doesn’t get the employees what they need, or give them the latitude to figure out difficult
situations, or simply problem solve, then [the supervisor is] not effective.” Jim believes that
his role is critical to engaging employees.
A nationwide, cross industry study of 1500 employees found that, “although there are
multiple factors affecting engagement, the personal relationships between a manager and his
or her direct reports is the most influential” (Dale Carnegie & Associates, 2010, p. 2).
DecisionWise, Inc. reported on its 2013 study of managers’ and their teams’ workplace
engagement, which revealed a direct correlation between manager and employee engagement
levels. “The most striking data is the strong correlation in the ‘key contributor’ category.
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Managers who themselves are ‘key contributors’ have teams that are 61 percent composed of
‘key contributor’ employees” (DecisionWise Inc., 2013).
Engaged employees act as business partners to the organization and its mission,
vision, and objectives. The knowledge, skills and workplace attributes possessed by today’s
workforce present multiple challenges and opportunities. Leading and successfully engaging
a workforce is becoming a business imperative (Strauss & Howe, 1992). The employees’
principal contact with their company is through the supervisor to whom they report.

Survey Results on the Supervisor Role

The survey respondents defined the crucial role they play in fostering engagement in
the workplace. Responses addressed goals, behaviors, environment, and attitudes. Example
responses included: “Plan, organize, motivate and control!” and “Keeping the workforce
happy.” Refer to Appendix B, Role of Supervisor, for the complete set of responses. As
indicated by their varied responses, participants believed that inspiring engagement is attained
through an assortment of actions, incentives, performance elements, work environments,
business conditions, and management philosophies.
Interviewees’ Philosophies of Supervision

Many participants discussed personal philosophies that guide their supervisory
practices, for example: Servant Leadership, Emotional Intelligence, Leading by Example,
Management by Walking Around, Transformational Leadership, and Change Management.
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Jim talked about a modified militaristic model of management, which is the inverted
triangle of management. “The old terminology was the power pyramid.” It was the people at
the bottom serving the top. The inverted pyramid (Figure 3) emphasizes layers of
management, each supporting employees – a bottom up rather than top down approach. He
continued, “I read this in some general’s handbook on leadership.”
A supervisor’s philosophy may be self-developed – borrowing aspects from several
sources. The philosophy may also be the result of personal experience – (a) trial and error, or
(b) modeling a manager that the supervisor admired.
Mark believes that employees need to be willing to communicate, and try to solve
problems – not complain.
Every personality and every person has the ability to function in an environment like
this if they choose to. If they choose not to, it makes it very hard for them to be part of,
because, from my perspective, you’re unwilling to participate but willing to complain.
It’s probably time for you to look for a new organization to get your paycheck,
because it takes all of our thoughts and our ideas to solve problems and to get better.
No one person or no set of management teams has all of the answers at any given time.
Without that willingness to engage and to participate in some level of communication,
and it doesn’t mean you have to solve the problem, but you need to at least stop
complaining about it, and make sure that it’s known to the correct people, so that it has
the best chance of getting done. There has to be a willingness on the person’s part to
participate at some minimal level.

Applying Theory Y

Scott (63 years old) manages facilities services at a local higher education institution.
He supervises 65 employees and has been a supervisor for 23 years.
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Well, Theory X is that employees are bad, and you’ve got to whip them to get them to
go. People want to work. People want to do a good job. You just got to give them the
right environment. I tend to believe more in Theory Y, but I do know that I am not
stupid. I do know that there are a lot of negative people out there. I go back, and when
I teach them “Start right, stay right.” I talk about cat loyalty and dog loyalty, a little
Chinese thing there. Cat loyalty is when you are more loyal to yourself. Dog loyalty is
when you’re more loyal to the company and the common good and the core values. So
you get to see that the disengaged employee usually cares more about themselves. “I
need more money.” “I don’t want to work as hard.” “I want more days off.” “I wanted
a vacation day, and they wouldn’t give it to me.” It’s about me.

Management by Walking Around
Scott asked, “How do you know what’s going on out there unless you’re out there?”
He described how he put his philosophy into action:
When I was at the hospital, I met with every nursing care manager once a month. It
was probably a little too much. It got to be where I would just go see them and [ask]
“Is everything okay?” She was busy, and she would say “Good.”… I try to do that
here. I have done that for a long time.… Being right up front with them and being
consistent. Go back to management by walking around and engaging and empowering.
Get their thoughts and feelings on things.

The Supervisor as Change Manager
Employees who are effectively engaged with their organization are seen as “having a
sense of belonging and identification that increases...involvement in the organization’s
activities” (Rhoades, Eisenberger, & Armeli, 2001, p. 825). Engagement goes beyond basic
loyalty to employer. It is about passion and willingness to invest discretionary effort to help
the employer succeed. “Engaged employees are emotionally attached to their organization
and highly involved in their job with a great enthusiasm for the success of their employer,
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going the extra mile beyond the employment contractual agreement” (Markos & Sridevi,
2010, p. 89).
Agnes believed in workers’ participation. She thought that engaged employees want
to do more than punch a clock.
I think the [supervisor] role changes in a way. When I say that it changes in a way,
now you have to not only be doing your traditional responsibilities as a manager and
your role of engagement in better times and good times (that’s still there), but now
you’re taking on the role of helping people dealing with change. You’re taking on the
role of change manager. That’s significant.
Again, a lot of change management efforts focus on everything, but how do you
implement change management and still maintain an engaged workforce? That’s the
new role. You’re not just a change manager, but you’re doing it in the context of
wanting to preserve the engaged employees that you have.

Motivational Expert
Daryl stated, “When you’re a manager or supervisor, you have to be some kind of
psychologist.” In a down economy, knowing your employees personally as well as
professionally is important. He described the challenges of motivating workers:
What motivates that individual? How can I motivate that individual to work?
Sometimes, you have to be firm with that individual. “Get your ass back to work.”
“Do you want to work here or don’t you? You’ve got six guys that are lined up right
now that will take your place.” You have to either use that tactic or something else
where you have to be able to get that guy back into the group. There are always a few
that will sit on the periphery and not be fully engaged in the company. What motivates
them? You have to find that trigger.

Acting as Turn-Around Expert

Agnes continued, discussing her changing role with disengaged employees. When you
add the uncertainty that comes with an economic downturn or deep recession, your role is
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even more challenging “because you’re not just taking on the role of change manager, you
have to take on the role of turnaround expert. You have to transform and become a
transformational leader.” She goes on to say, a manager also has to be leader and vice versa.
You are a leader-manager. You’re harmonizing, inspiring, and influencing people with
the reality of the day-to-day operations and how we’re going maintain profitability,
and follow that at the same time. If you already have a disengaged workforce, you
definitely will be taking on the role of transformational leader. I would even say that
just in an economic downturn that you would definitely want to think about that
transformational leadership.
Agnes believes that in difficult economic times, one must focus on the realities of the
situation and take the employees from where they have been in the past. By becoming a
change manager or a transformational leader, you can help employees adapt to the realities of
the current situation and into the future. Bass and Riggio (2006) have noted that
“transformational leadership is, at its core, about issues around the processes of
transformation and change....Commitment to a change has been identified as an important
aspect of behavioral intentions to support the change” (p. 225). Commitment best reflects
alignment with, or positive attitude toward, a change effort, which is commonly referred to as
buy-in, and is most likely to be influenced by leadership behaviors. Also, commitment has
been linked to transformational leadership (Herold, Fedor, & Caldwell, 2008).
Communicating the change, and providing individuals the opportunity for input, are
elements in both the literature and in the practitioners’ recommendations for change leaders.
Leaders who exhibit transformational behaviors appeal to followers’ senses of values and are
able to get them to see a higher vision and to encourage them to exert themselves in the
service of achieving that vision (Burns, 1978). Creating and communicating a vision and
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creating empowering opportunities are the most common aspects of leader behavior shared by
different treatments of transformational leadership (Sashkin, 2004). Another factor identified
was personal credibility, which causes followers to trust, admire, and identify with the leader.
Although they may have held different philosophies, the supervisors of this study were
using their philosophical frameworks to guide the actions they took to engage their
employees.

Employee Engagement Plans

I asked participants: Did you have a plan [for engaging employees]?


If the supervisor responded that he/she had a plan, I probed further. Was it in his/her
head? And, if so, how did it get there: Personal experience? Reading about the topic?



If it was a written plan, I asked if it was a document written by the supervisor, or had it
been provided by the company?



Or, was the supervisor leaving the plan to chance?
Most of the interviewees had plans in their heads. Mark said, “The plan is both in

writing, and in your head. I have a very clear vision of what the next three, five, and ten years
look like.” Scott stated, “No. [Not written] It’s just something that I have done for years.” Ed
said, “I don’t have a formal engagement plan. I am just going from experience on how I
would keep people engaged.” Jim stated:
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No, I don’t have anything written down. I just keep it in my head all the time. I know
how this organization works. I know what we have to get done in the department. I
know what my role responsibilities are as a line supervisor. I know what I’m trained to
do to make sure the safety is okay. I know what I’m supposed to do for our budgetary
issues. I know what to do with the resources.
Charlie stated:
I started out with having a plan every day. It was a written plan every day. I set it up in
a little outline, nothing formal. I just had a little plan of the things that I wanted to
accomplish, what we needed to do, and so forth. I quickly learned that sometimes you
had to throw that plan in the trash at the front door when you walk in. Because what
you have for a plan, it’s not going to be what you need when you walk in the front
door. So, I adapted to more of an “it’s in my head plan.”
Now, it depends on what you’re saying. You set out an annual plan or goal....We
knew what we had to do in a quarter and what we needed to do daily because of the
economy. We didn’t have to have a written plan. You just knew that today would be
the day we wanted to get this step or that plan done and work toward it. I had 24/7
coverage, so I always had somebody working toward those steps, no matter what shift
they were on.
Diane supervises five people in the engineering technical support division of a large
manufacturing firm. She has been with the company for 26 years. Diane said:
I would have to say that the plan is mostly in my head. We do have a leadership
assessment tool here that interviews our staff and gives us feedback on various
dimensions it talks about the work climate as well as the things that factor into it. They
first talk about our leadership style, but then they talk about this, which to me impacts
engagement. We also have these categories listed. My staff is asked for the answers to
questions on flexibility, responsibility, standards, recognition, clarity, and team
commitment. There are also a couple of subcategories to these. So the way they
answer these questions is “How is the environment you experience?” and “How do
you think it should be?” The tool then gives us this gap, which tells us if we have a
gap in any of these areas.
Diane continued by saying “So I use this tool, not only because it is required and it is
already given to me, but it also gives me some areas that I would work on to improve the
work climate. To me, that is analogous to engagement.” Justin made a case for not putting the
plan in writing:
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It’s because I’ve worked for the legal department too long. If you put it in writing, you
may be held to it. If it’s in your mind, you can always explain it. I say that tongue-andcheek, but it’s true. In today’s environment, if it’s in writing, then that’s exactly what
the courts will be able to look at. So if you are going to engage people, you do it. You
do it professionally and you do it personally within certain limitations. Personally, it is
a very fine line between crossing the line or not, and still being successful. There are
too many people who misread....Any comment that you make today, you have to be
very careful. So I never put it into writing.
Reflecting on the interview comments, I was reminded of the Benjamin Franklin
quote, “If you fail to plan, you are planning to fail!”

Supervisor Behaviors that Foster Engagement

As supervisors discussed their role, their comments clustered into five functional
areas, as depicted in Figure 8.

Supervisor Functions
Develop and
Empower
Employees

Manage
Performance

Foster
Open
Communication

Focus on Continuing
Process Improvement

Figure 8. Supervisor Functions.

Achieve
Business
Results
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Participants provided descriptors of supervisors’ behaviors that foster engagement
within each function they perform:


Achieve business results by providing employees with the tools they need, removing
obstacles, planning and prioritizing the work, inspire ownership in the operation, and
fix issues without pointing fingers. Participants spoke about balancing people
concerns with achieving bottom-line results, setting clear priorities, communicating
consequences, and advocating for their employees’ interests.



Develop and empower employees by involving employees in problem solving,
coaching, encouraging employees, building employee awareness about business
realities, and delegating authority with responsibility. Communicating honestly,
respectfully, and with transparency were important aspects in this function.



Foster open communication by cultivating teamwork, getting to know the employees
(their interests, capabilities, home situations), building relationships, listening, and
responding to questions. Effective communication surfaced in every aspect of the
supervisor role, engagement indicators, and strategies to turn around the disengaged
employee.



Manage performance by (a) setting clear and realistic expectations and consequences,
(b) holding people accountable for their actions, (c) praising employees for doing the
right things and recognizing desired behavior, (d) taking corrective action promptly,
and (e) coaching for improved performance. The primary focus within this function
was accountability, which begins with setting clear expectations and consequences for
desirable and undesirable behavior through taking timely corrective action and
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coaching for improved performance. Not treating people fairly and equitably leads to
disengagement.


Focus on continuing process improvement by evaluating what’s working and what
isn’t working, soliciting input from workers about needed changes, and conducting
trials of proposed changes.
The behaviors mentioned most often will be discussed in this section; some of these

behaviors occurred in more than one functional area of the supervisor job.

Taking Initiative

Leo supervises 30 employees at a private logistics and manufacturing company. He
has been with the company for two years but has been a supervisor for fifteen. He discusses
how taking the initiative to implement a new program in his operation made him a role model,
who people wanted to emulate, because the program provided guidance and benchmarks that
the unit was lacking. The implementation was successful and his actions also inspired
teamwork.
I took the initiative to do it and no one else really knew where to start and once I had
done that, the owner had followed suit and said, “Oh yes, let’s do this.” And, three or
four people actually stepped up and said “I want to learn to be auditors for the program
as well,” so a lot of opportunities opened up for the team.

Responding to Questions

When asked questions by one of his direct reports, Mark wondered if the employee
had ulterior motives for the questions. Mark related his mental process during the
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conversation with the employee. Mark concluded that providing the big picture perspective
would educate his subordinates.
Are they asking these because they feel you’re failing? It was really as I began to
understand she’s asking these questions because she wants to figure out how she can
make a difference. That’s exactly what I’m trying to do. How am I making sure that
I’m doing the work that I need to, so that I don’t respond to her defensively, but I
respond to her in kind and help her begin to see things from my perspective? I can
then learn to see things from her perspective. It’s not a typical type of interaction in the
sense that most supervisors don’t like being questioned and realizing that obviously
there are people who are going to ask questions to try to get you in a corner. Realizing
that in the culture that we’ve created, questions are a very big piece because there are
things that I as a manager or owner see that, as an employee, they’ve never been
exposed to before. Realizing that for them to be able to start to see a bigger picture, I
have to help them see what I see.
Being visible and present in the workplace and available to answer questions as they
arise lends credibility to the supervisor and aids in the trust dynamic.
Recognizing Desired Behavior

Ed explained that if desired behavior is not recognized, we may not see it again. For
continued success, he recognizes the behavior he wants to see repeated in his operation.
Then, when somebody is doing something great and doing well, we definitely have to
recognize it (even though it can’t be monetarily all the time). We have to recognize
“Hey, I appreciate what you’re doing. You did a good job on getting that report done
in a timely manner.”
Ed wants the employees to feel valued and works to create an environment where
employees are free to share their thoughts without fear of reprisal. In this environment he
wants his employees to take ownership for their actions and the jobs they do.
One of my biggest things is recognizing what people do, and catching them doing
something right. The biggest thing is if my employees know the job they’re doing,
then giving them the stewardship to do a job, and them recognizing that they did a
good job, that’s going to add more than just trying to find out what they did wrong.
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Mistakes are going to happen, and knowing on both ends (receiving and giving), I just
know that when I have the employee engaged and taking ownership of a task, even if
there is a mistake made, we fix the mistake. We don’t fix the lazy employee. We can
always improve on our operation, and that’s what I’ve learned when I was supervising.
“We’ve got this issue, let’s fix it. Let’s not point fingers. Let’s fix the issue.”
During an interview with Erin White of the Wall Street Journal, Jim Harter was asked,
“What are the biggest mistakes managers make during tough times that hurt engagement?”
Harter offered this advice:
When you become increasingly hard-grinding, trying to get more out of people with
less, and if you do it in a way where you're criticizing people, that will work against
you. It'll tighten people up and stress them out. The great managers know how
important it is to build relationships all the time and have fun at work… Sometimes
the manager can forget about giving recognition. When times are tough, it's easier to
think about correcting weaknesses than to think about recognizing people when they're
doing great. I would argue recognition is even more important in times like this.
They're going to hear more negatives just naturally through the course of the day, and
if you can't get recognition at work, where are you going to get it? (cited in White,
2008)
Later in that same interview, Harter added that recognition is a basic human need and
it does not cost anything to build a relationship. Then, he mentioned the productivity aspect.
“It doesn't cost anything, it's a basic human need and it makes people do productive things.”
White explains that a supervisor should praise only when it can be done sincerely. When the
work or attitude of an employee deserves honest praise, then the supervisor should not pass up
the opportunity to do so. Even though it is not possible for cash awards or promises of
promotion at the present time, one can hold out hope for future rewards as market conditions
improve. Better times may be just around the corner, so let the employees know they have a
place with the company in the new scenario, if it can be done truthfully.
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Robison (2006) writes about dopamine, a chemical that stimulates feelings of pleasure
and pride in the parts of the brain that process rewards and create positive emotions. When
people don’t get enough recognition, they ask themselves, “What am I doing this for? Nobody
cares.” One workplace-appropriate way to solve that problem, while emitting a dose of the
chemical, is receiving praise. Robison goes on to say:
Recognition for good work releases dopamine in the brain, which creates feelings of
pride and pleasure. Better yet, that dopamine hit cements the knowledge that more of
that behavior will create more praise, resulting in another dopamine drench, and so on.
This is why positive reinforcement works so well, even among animals.
Periodically, one will discover employees who play solitaire at their computers trying
to get the dopamine hit that comes from positive reinforcement, because winning is winning,
and the brain feels the same whether the reinforcement comes from the boss or a freebie
software program. In the workplace positive reinforcement is best delivered by a respected
peer or the supervisor.
Melvin remarked on creating a workplace environment that fosters engagement
among employees:
Well, I think that it’s getting the folks that work for us, since we can’t give them the
kind of salaries that I would like to give, but we try to optimize that. I think that what
you’re trying to do is to maximize the number of factors that contribute to a positive
work environment. You pay the person as much as you can, and you try to get them to
understand the total mission, and try to get them to have a positive relationship with
the folks that they’re serving. All of that is contributing to buying into the mission.
Another view of creating an environment that fosters engagement was expressed by
Michael:
It’s my job to do what I can to remove any issues or things that might be a barrier to
them completing their tasks. If it’s information that they need, we need to give them
that information on what they can do to in order to do their best work. If it’s
mechanical or building issues, or things of that nature, give them an environment
where they can perform at their peak.
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Some study participants talked about recognition strategies they used that did not
require company funds:


Personally thank an employee for a particular job well-done. Identify what was good
about their performance and why it is appreciated.



Put that particular praise in a thank-you note or a letter. When one takes the time to
write something down, it makes a statement that says the employee’s contribution is
valued.



Celebrate successes: Surprise employees by: bringing in doughnuts, bagels or candy.
Homemade desserts are a real treat. A potluck allows everyone to share in the
celebration.
The majority of those interviewed believed in using some type of reward or

recognition and included it within their management strategies. Agnes echoed others’ views
on recognizing employees. Her statement goes on to discuss elements of caring, coaching
flexibility and transparency. She stresses how including subordinates in the decision-making
process makes them feel included.
The other thing I would say that would help engagement in those circumstances is
don’t ignore the reality of how they’re feeling. Acknowledge that they’re feeling
scared and that they’re fearful for the future and the uncertainty that they’re feeling.
You have to acknowledge those things.
You can’t walk out and go “Come on troops. Let’s rally.” Yes, you want to be
positive, but it may come across as fake and phony when they know that ten people in
the next department are getting laid off tomorrow, and who’s next? You have to be
very open and honest in your communication and keep them informed. You have to be
transparent and acknowledge the uncertainty and fearfulness that they may be feeling.
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Praising Employees for Doing Things Right

Ed examined the operation and watched the people performing the tasks. He believes
that calling attention to their success will make them feel a part of the operation and that will
encourage the individual to take ownership of the work.
Recognizing what people do, and catching them do something right. The biggest thing
is if my employees know that the job they’re doing and giving them the stewardship to do a
job and they recognize that they did a good job, that’s going to add more than just trying to
find out what they did wrong.
One of the benefits of praise is that it helps create employee engagement. A manager
who praises is one who's paying attention to the work and the worker. That personalized
attention is crucial to cultivating a relationship between employees and the
supervisor/organization. The strength of that bond provides benefits of higher productivity,
lower turnover, fewer mistakes and accidents, and ultimately, higher profits.
According to (Robison, 2006):
Fewer than one in three American workers, according to Gallup research, can strongly
agree that they've received any praise from a supervisor in the last seven days, as
measured by the Gallup Q12, a 12-item survey designed to measure employee
engagement. Variation in response to the Q12 item "In the last seven days, I have
received recognition or praise for doing good work" is responsible for a 10% to 20%
difference in revenue and productivity. Employees who report that they're not
adequately recognized at work are three times more likely to say they'll quit in the next
year.
Thomas offered a somewhat different view:
This is something I haven’t talked about, but part of my job is to monitor people’s
performance. It’s easy to catch the really good stuff, and where people really struggle
with something. Sometimes, it’s valuable to say to the person that is just doing their
job “Thanks for doing your job.” We can’t all be A+ students, and hopefully very few
of us are D or F students. Most of the staff are [C] students, and that’s not bad in my
mind. That means you’re doing what you’re supposed to do. Again, acknowledgement
is more than talking about your job.
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Involving Employees in Problem-Solving

Several interviewees believed in taking opportunities for individual dialogue and
feedback with their employees; they also presented situations in meetings and involved the
employees in the discussion. Such meetings took place on the workroom floor, in a
conference room, or any available place/moment. Ed explained:
But one thing to keep employees engaged is if you try an idea, and it doesn’t work,
you let them know. You say “This didn’t work, but let’s try to think of what other
things we can do.” If the idea didn’t work the first time, maybe you need to go back
and just look for ways to modify it.
If you go back and just say “Oh, we tried it, and it doesn’t work.” They then don’t try
again. If one way isn’t working, try to go back and say “What else could you do?” I
think it all comes back to keeping them informed of what’s happening, get their input,
and try their input and say “Let’s try that.” If you give me input, and I do nothing with
it and I don’t even try it, because I don’t think it’s a good idea, then why do I even talk
to the employees to begin with?
Eric works for a public school district and manages 300+ employees. He has been
with the district for 14 years, and has been a supervisor for four. “If they’re involved in that
process, then they understand. ‘Oh, I had a say in this. I supported this.’ Rather than just
having it handed to them, and them saying ‘Oh, here is what I have to do.’”
Pete supervises four employees in an engineering technical support division of a large
manufacturing firm. He’s been with the company for 10 years. Pete discussed how he worked
through problems with his employees and inspired confidence to move forward
independently.
You know what you know, and you can control what you can control. There are a lot
of things you can’t control, and a lot of people spend time on those, which ruins
engagement if you’re not careful. So you control what you can, and sometimes you
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have to be really clever. Again, working through things with people, and setting them
on a path to their own autonomy, and getting them to perform on their own.

Getting to Know Employees
Throughout the interview process, I became aware that supervisors’ knowledge of
their employees’ strengths and weaknesses can be very helpful in poor economic times. For
example, awareness of community volunteer services – such as a person who serves as
secretary/treasurer or president of an organization – may identify a potential person to help
with the budget or become the next stand-in supervisor. The workforce has all types of
hidden talents. There may be workers who are interested in advancement, and the supervisor
would not know that without a conversation with the individual.
Michael supervises 2,000 employees in a quasi-governmental organization. He has
been with the company for thirty-one years. Michael believes that a “pat on the back for a job
well done, a simple thank you to let employees know they are appreciated” is important. He
added, “You show appreciation; you are interested in the employees’ interests. You find out
their interests and take a sincere interest in their lives. You get to know their strengths and
challenges.”
Michael continued to talk about getting to know employees on a personal basis, so you
can ask about their kids, a fishing trip, or a baseball game. That personal knowledge and
interest makes for a stronger workplace relationship. He said,
I think that it’s very important, to try and learn something personal about the
employees if you can. Because it’s such a large organization, I attempt (but I don’t do
a great job at it) to engage with the employees, talk with them. If they tell me
something that’s a little bit like not really personal, but something like they like
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fishing, the next time I talk to them, I try to remember that, and I try to speak to them
kind of on their level rather than just a cold “Thank you.” … if I remember something
more personal about that person like their name, that’s important to them. People then
kind of feel better about work and being here.
Agnes, a supervisor in a small organization, also spoke about getting to know employees on a
personal level. She stated:
The obvious is spending time with that employee. Unfortunately, that’s one of the
resources that seems to be in short supply for a lot of managers, which is time.
However, it can be worked into the normal course of the workday. It’s working
alongside employees and having conversations with them, and learning about their
dreams and hopes.
There’s a great book called The Dream Manager that really explains this concept.
…One of the things is to simply say “What do you dream about?” Maybe you dream
that you’re going to be able to put food on the table next week. Maybe you dream that
you would like to be able to get your kids some better school supplies this year. If you
don’t know that, and it doesn’t mean you’re paying them more because you found out
that’s their dream, it means that you can help them connect what they do in the
workplace with how they can achieve that dream. I think it gives people hope, and
maybe that sounds kind of pie-in-the-sky, but when people have hope, I think things
change.
You get to know their strengths and challenges. You still offer development
opportunities. You may just have to get creative with what that means. Without a
budget, there are hundreds of things you can do. You just have to focus on that instead
of…I mean, you can't send them to a conference anymore or provide a tuition
reimbursement, but there are still development opportunities. That can include helping
me figure out how to cut costs in our department right now. That’s a development
opportunity. That’s an engagement opportunity.
People like to hear their names and are glad when management values them as a whole
person, not simply a company asset. When management recognizes that the employee has a
life outside the workplace, it seems to elevate employees’ esteem for their supervisors.
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Considering Employee Experiential Learning

Employees may not have attended college. But the successful completion of a
technical course may provide the employee with knowledge and skills that will benefit the
operation. Ed stated:
An afterthought is…people who’ve been in the military (veterans). We have a lot more
who’ve actually had different types of learning, whether or not they went to college.
But they learned leadership skills in the military. We have a lot more veterans coming
back, both male and female, and at a young age. It’s not people in their mid-fifties. It’s
people in their mid-twenties or early thirties.
In this environment of aging workforces, where employers are concerned about the
loss of talent (baby boomers), it might be wise to investigate and consider the experiential
resources possessed by younger members of the workforce.
Coaching
Most all of the participants viewed their role of supervisor as including “coaching”
employees. Many of the interview participants enjoyed their coaching role. They liked
developing their subordinates so they could hold a position of greater responsibility; they also
enjoyed seeing the “light bulb” appear when they were successful in explaining a new
concept. Goleman (2000) explains the role of the coaching leader:
Coaching leaders help employees identify their unique strengths and weaknesses and
tie them to their personal and career aspirations….They make agreements with their
employees about their role and responsibilities in enacting development plans, and
they give plentiful instruction and feedback. (p. 87)
Coaches may keep the staff informed of the direction the organization is moving and the role
the staff members’ jobs play in reaching objectives. People often respond to the coaching
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style with high commitment. Mark, an owner/CEO of a family business with approximately
20 employees has supervised people for more than 16 years. He coaches and mentors his
employees to the extent that some have left his business to pursue their work passions. Mark
explains the opportunities for advancement “We want every employee to be able to develop to
their fullest. Whether that is in the job that they were hired for, or whether that’d be in an
arena in which they have an interest, a desire, or an additional skillset....I have this desire in
my heart to serve this community or this piece of the puzzle.” Mark gave an example of a
coaching conversation he had:
If you have that desire and you have those skills and those abilities, and you see an
opportunity for us, let’s run an experiment. Let’s find out if there’s a market there. Is
there ability for us to create a product or a service around that desire, and then be able
to go from there? Let’s spend some time, money, and resources towards finding out
whether this is a viable product or service. If it is, is this something that you want to
spearhead and take the charge of and create another segment of business for us? At
which time, you can either decide ‘Is that something I want to do as far as kind of
running that area and being responsible for the development of that market, that
service, that product and to be able to begin to take on some real responsibility as far
as developing that product and service?
Mark explained why he uses this coaching approach with his employees:
My long term vision is having the environment where as people learn more about
themselves; as they learn to communicate, function, give and receive feedback; and to
realize that I’ve always had this passion for X. Let’s explore that. It may not be
something that functions well within our organization, but if that’s something that’s
truly your passion and you figure out that “You know what, I may not fit here
anymore, and I want to go do this on my own.” I can’t think of anything else that
would be cooler than the fact that you now at least know that you have a passion and
desire to do something other than what we’ve been doing, and that’s okay.
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Agnes focuses her coaching on employee career development. In the prior section on getting
to know employees, Agnes described learning about her employees’ dreams for the future.
She builds on that knowledge in her coaching process. She shared:
Continue to listen to what their dreams and goals are and help them plan for the future.
Don’t do it for them, but guide and coach them to plan for the future. Because that
future could be that one of them is losing a job. Maybe even you don’t know as the
manager who’s next at that point, or if that’s going to happen. So helping them
identify resources that they could turn to, and traditional ones [prepares them for the
future].
You may have employees who have never thought about managing their careers.
Maybe it’s hooking them up with a mentor in another department that they aspire to
work in. Maybe their job might be eliminated, but if they have positioned themselves
to move within the company, or to move to another job, hook them up with a mentor
that can help them. Maybe it’s not anybody else in the company. Maybe it’s somebody
you know outside of the company and you learned by talking to them that they’re
interested in graphic design, and all this time, you thought that they just wanted to be
an administrative assistant. So if you know somebody in graphic design, you hook
them up with that person. You network with them. That person may leave you of their
own volition, but it was meant to be, and they will always talk favorably about you
and the company because you opened that door for them versus if that doesn’t happen.
Agnes offered another situation where the coaching approach is her preferred strategy.
When employees need counseling, she stated:
You might even have an employee who needs counseling, because they’re very fearful
and uncertain. So if you have an EAP, then steer the employee in that direction. Don’t
try to be everything to them. If you have someone who really does need some extra
help or, in that EAP visit, it might lead them to talking to a financial planner or
whatever. There’s lot of things that could come out of that.
Mark talked about coaching people to give each other (peer) feedback.
If you have this conversation, this will happen. How do you help them get past that
fear of that first conversation? They don’t like it. They don’t want to have that hard or
uncomfortable conversation. Helping them see that once that conversation has been
had, the next time it will be far easier because more than likely, you’ll have that
conversation far closer to the event so it doesn’t have time to build, ensue, and become
this big thing that’s so hard to have.
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So the less engaged I’ve seen, the bigger that ball of whatever it is becomes before
they’re willing to tackle it. Once they tackle it the first time, they realize “I didn’t die.
The other person didn’t die. I still have my job. We came out of the other side, and
don’t we feel better?!” The next time something comes up, they have something to
grab a hold of and say “Oh, I did that one time. I can do it again.”
Coaches choose to delegate the work; they accomplish goals through their
subordinates. They build their employees’ skills by varying staff assignments and searching
for the best job fit for each employee. By using a big-picture mentality, coaches also tend to
tolerate short-term failure in the interest of long-term learning.
Building Employee Awareness

The more knowledgeable the employee, the better able he/she is to do the job and do it
well. Sharing knowledge also empowers employees to make better decisions; it gives them
more confidence in their decision-making. Sharing knowledge applies to more than jobspecific information, it also may address company-wide practices and strategies.
Diane, who works for an engineering technical support division of a large
industrial/manufacturing firm, builds employees’ awareness through financials.
Yes. I suppose financially that when you think about the company’s mission, there are
a lot of things that go and come out of our executive office as far as things that they
want us to achieve. One of those things is always making so much money. So that is
the one that is easy for the average person to relate to, because we all like to get a
salary when we perform a job, and so we can relate to that. When my group provides
that service, they understand that if they provide good service then we can convince
people to buy more things. We can then contribute to that big executive level goal, and
they see the connection more clearly.
If an employee is provided up-to-date information concerning the company’s status
(on a regular basis) by their immediate managers, the employee is better equipped to separate
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fact from rumor. The supervisors recognized that some information is confidential, but they
believed that whenever possible, more information is better.

Supervisor Attributes that Foster Engagement

Figure 9 depicts key terms they used and designates them as attributes.

Firm,
but
Fair
Willing to
Make
Tough
Decisions

Flexible
Approachable

Supervisor
Attributes

Transparent

Caring

Has
Integrity

Figure 9. Attributes of Effective Supervisors.

Communication from supervisors appeared to be paramount; that topic will be
discussed in depth in Chapter 10. A common thread in the attributes is a supervisor’s ability
to listen. Another common thread was change management, possibly due to changes required
given the down economy. The list in Table 18 is not intended to be all-inclusive. Rather, it
describes those attributes that emerged across many interviews.
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Table 18
Attributes of Effective Supervisors in a Down Economy
Attribute
Approachable

Description
The employee believes the supervisor is accessible and does not fear
approaching the supervisor with important business issues or conflicting
workplace information.
The supervisor is available, friendly, open, and reliable; so, the employee
knows what kind of reception to expect.
The supervisors’ general approach to subordinates is one that holds a
reasonable expectation of the treatment the worker will receive while
bringing workplace issues to their attention.
An approachable supervisor promotes an environment in which
subordinates feel comfortable in acquiring new skills and behaviors without
fear of reprisal.
The supervisor shows genuine and appropriate consideration for the needs
of people when faced with varied situations.

Caring

The supervisor acknowledges that there is life outside the workplace, by
asking about employees’ life activities and interests.
The supervisor watches for business opportunities for advancement of the
worker, and recognizes and values the contribution the employee makes to
the organization.
The supervisor nurtures and supports the workers in their endeavors, and
treats each employee with dignity and respect.
Typically, the supervisor involves others by networking – gaining and
imparting mutually beneficial information about the future of the
organization and the workers’ role in it.
The supervisor has the capacity to respond positively and quickly, making
adjustments that better handle change – both personally and for the team.

Firm but Fair

The supervisor enforces company policy consistently and equitably.
The supervisor is fair-minded; he/she weighs information received in a nonprejudiced and non-judgmental way, looking for the strengths and
weaknesses of any reasoning that is presented with as little bias as possible.

Table 18 continued on following page
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Table 18 (continued)
Attribute
Description
Flexible
The supervisor is willing to listen and act on another person’s ideas, and if it
is deemed the best course of action to achieve goals, is prepared to give it a
trial run or implement the suggested action.
The supervisor possesses the ability to change. Welcomes change
opportunities, diving-into the sea of new situations with an open mind and
positive attitude.
Additionally, the supervisor performs well in complex, fragmented, unclear
working environments; maintains decorum in the face of confusion or
conflict.
Demonstrates
Integrity

Descriptors include: honesty, sincerity, trustworthiness, authenticity,
accountability, caring, and respect for others.
The supervisor has the ability to be sincere and truthful with all employees;
in highly confidential matters, being as constructively frank as possible.
The supervisor is able to match actions with words and vice-versa.
The supervisor exhibits honest and ethical behavior in performing work
tasks and dealing with employees.
The supervisor demonstrates faith in employees, believing (within
reasonable limits) that workers will try their best and meet their
commitments.

Makes tough
decisions

The supervisor takes immediate and/or necessary actions to remove
obstacles in the workplace, so that employees can perform their jobs
efficiently and effectively.
The supervisor makes sound decisions – including making on-the-spot
decisions when the supervisor has the knowledge and authority, or relays
the situation to the person with the authority to make the decision, or
quickly investigates options.
The supervisor uses appropriate procedures, approaches, and means to
explore and investigate (drill down) to the root cause of a situation in order
to suggest possible solutions for implementation.
The supervisor is able to select a course of action that is most beneficial (or
least disruptive) to the organization.

Table 18 continued on following page
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Table 18 (continued)
Attribute
Description
Transparent
The supervisor fosters a clear line of sight, visible to all, with respect to
company decisions, unit operations, and interpretation of policies.
Traits include: clarity, directness, openness, and unambiguousness.
This term has been applied to business acumen, with reference to financial
statements. The terms most commonly used in that context are: easily
understood, very clear, frank, and candid.
Some of the interview participants were referring to financial aspects of the
business, while other participants applied the transparency terminology to
the operation of the entire company.
Interviewees indicated that transparency promotes engagement when there
is complete awareness by employees due to management and executives
sharing (a) a clear understanding of current status, and (b) a compelling
view of the future. Such transparency would inspire workers to want to
change what they are doing now in order to make the vision a reality. It
gives the worker a vested interest in the organization and increases
individual commitment, while giving managers the ability to identify a
credible destination by specifying how to get there with a clear,
straightforward, and readily-executable plan.

Approachable

Employees need to feel that they can talk with their immediate supervisor (and
sometimes even the manager one level up) about business issues that the employees believe
are important. Employees need consistency; they need to know what to expect when they
approach management. They need to know that management is available to them. Agnes
discussed what she does to be more approachable.
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Yes, it makes you more approachable. Being genuine also means being willing to
admit your mistakes and admit when you’re wrong and to admit that you don’t know it
all. It goes back to some of the things we were talking about earlier. When you’re
genuine, you should apologize when you screw up, you should be willing to admit
you’ve made a mistake. Lastly, you shouldn’t try to be the “I know the best. I know it
all” because your employees are the ones doing this frontline work day in and day out.
They know it best. Be willing to let them advise you every once in a while on what
could be improved and what could be different. Admit that you don’t have all the
answers. They can support you.
Approachable managers first need to be visible. Visibility, according to Stanley (2005)
means that to be a role model, approachable, an effective communicator, and competent, the
leader needed to be visible (i.e., present in the environment, not hiding in an office).
Approachable managers also need to provide consistency of temperament, so the
employee has a reasonable idea of what to expect when seeking guidance. In difficult times
leaders need to be available and accessible.

Caring

During a recession (or for that matter during any crisis), employees look to their
leaders for guidance. They want to have confidence that the leader will take the best course of
action for the good of the organization and their own personal good. Management is expected
to navigate workers through a sea of turmoil. However, workers value the degree to which the
manager cares about them as an individual, understands the contribution they make to the
company, and displays concern about their future with the organization or outside of it.
Daryl is a manager who works for a large manufacturing company in Central Illinois,
in the quality and purchasing division. He supervises 75 employees. Daryl elaborated on his
strategy in a downturn situation,
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If you’re going to have a downturn in some kind of a business, and you see it coming
(and a lot of times you do), you’re prepared for that or you try to prepare for that. We
get the employees to sit down, and we tell them “There are going to be some
adjustments to either the workforce and/or the business. We’re not selling as much.
Therefore, we have to lay some of you off.” Explain the reasons we go through this
layoff process and how it works.
The other thing is that I would prefer to have my HR department go out and try to find
the positions for employees I have to lay off. It’s just one of the most horrendous
things to ever go through (to lay somebody off and to affect their livelihood). You try
to minimize that as much as you possibly can. A lot of times, there are circumstances
that are beyond your control to have that happen. So make sure that you have maybe
the potential of getting that employee back, and try to do as much as you can to soften
the blow.
Caring as a manager’s trait across genders was an ah ha moment for me, and a reminder to
put aside my preconceived notions. During the interview process caring emerged, particularly
during difficult times, as being of paramount importance to the employee. This trait had no
gender bias. Men as well as women expressed how important it was to be concerned about
the future of the people whom they may need to lay off or displace to another function until
times became better.
The Carnegie white paper (Dale Carnegie & Associates, 2010) states that the caring
manager “pays dividends for line managers to get to know their staff as this translates into
higher levels of engagement and all the consequent positive effects on the organization.” The
institute’s research states that: Employees have a positive relationship with supervisors who
care. Just one-third of respondents believe their manager cares about their personal lives, but
54% of these workers are engaged. Among the two-thirds who do not believe this, only 17%
are engaged. During an economic downturn caring was a characteristic many supervisors
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believed to be important. Managers who demonstrate a caring attitude to staff can
dramatically boost engagement.
Jim said that he listens to his employees, communicating with them on a daily basis,
or more often if needed. But he believes that his success lies in the fact that his employees
feel he cares about them as individuals. He said, “Actually, my people feel like they are cared
about. That’s not just me blowing my own whistle. They tell me that on a regular basis. ‘At
least you care about us.’ They know that the worker is hitting the sand. I quote, ‘At least you
care about us and fight for us.’”

Firm but Fair

Firm refers to holding people accountable for perfoming the duties of their job, not
accepting mediocrity, and giving employees “the authority to achieve their goals” (Kraines,
2001). Fair is not pointing fingers, but examining errors to take timely corrective action;
examining the issue for procedural or management deficiencies, while holding the employee
accountable for his/her actions. For example, maybe the error was due to a person not alloted
time to complete required training.
Firm but fair supervisors (a) fix process issues; (b) don’t point fingers or place blame
on a subordinate; (c) explore the root cause of a problematic situation; and if appropriate, (d)
engage the team to investigate where the process is broken. Such actions tend to earn the
respect of subordinates.
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Ed said, “We can always improve on our operation, and that’s what I’ve learned when
I was supervising. ‘We’ve got this issue, let’s fix it. Let’s not point fingers. Let’s fix the
issue.’”
Inclusiveness is an important part of the fairness equation. This part refers to
impartiality toward people and their ideas while enforcing the rules and regulations equitably.
The supervisor should coach for success, while holding people accountabile for the
task that needs to be done.
Inclusiveness is a strategy to unleash the power of diversity to generate business value.
It involves creating opportunities throughout an organization so that the talents of all
employees can be fully realized. And it extends beyond strictly embracing legal
dictates associated with the "protected categories" of discrimination law, which
include race, gender, religion, age, and disability. (Ludqwig & Talluri, 2001)
According to Agarwal, Chaudhary, and Dixit (2010), Thomson Press considers being
fair very important. “The ‘Thompson invests in people’ mantra - It’s about fairness, treating
people as individuals, about giving individual sense of belongingness to Thomson” (p. 192).

Flexibility
Flexibility in this sense does not mean agile in movement, but rather, the ability to
give, bend, and grow in times of change. Agnes said, “You may just have to get creative with
what that means. Without a budget, there are hundreds of things you can do.” She approached
the challenge with a positive attitude, focusing on what she could do instead of the resources
that were no longer available to her.
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Flexibility is also the ability to adapt one’s basic leadership style to another leadership
style when the situation calls for it, such as, the start of a new business, mergers in larger
organizations, different cultural settings, and times of crisis.

Demonstrates Integrity
As supervisors discussed fostering positive relationships with their employees, they
spoke about being sincere and truthful, at all times (to the extent that confidentiality would
not be compromised). They used words like sincerity, honesty, respect. They talked about
matching their actions with words and their words with actions.
Kevin talked about integrity in terms of honesty and trust.
They listened attentively and felt that what I was saying was completely in the best
interest of the company and was truthful. There wasn’t any side-speak or anything. It
was direct and it was in the best interest of the employee and the company. That’s
what I got from that employee. That’s gratifying, when basically, you’re getting that
trust level.
Kevin also mentioned that establishing your integrity takes time. It doesn’t happen
right away.
It seems that the employees really have to feel you out, and really have to see if you
have credence to what you’re saying and what have you. But no, it wasn’t from day
one. It’s like you have to go through that “Can I trust this person?” phase, and then
you start to slowly gradually get it; that’s a good thing for both the employee and the
company (and me).
Agnes believed that a person of integrity inspires trust. She spoke about matching
actions with words and vice versa.
Being a person of integrity is being real and genuine, too. You are who you say you
are. You’re not acting one way over here and another way in another situation.
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You’re being watched all the time as a manager. Your employees are watching how
you conduct yourself. If you’re acting in one way with them when they observe you,
and then somebody else comes into your office and they see you changing in some
way, now there’s an inconsistency in your behavior, which is going to destroy their
trust in you. They don’t see you as genuine anymore…
Agnes continued:
If you are someone who is compassionate, and you never show that, then people don’t
really believe it. It goes along with nonverbal behavior. If you say “I’m a
compassionate person,” but then no one ever sees that in your actions and behaviors,
they are less likely to believe you are a compassionate person.
The supervisors believed that establishing and maintaining their integrity was the
beginning of establishing and maintaining a trust relationship with their employees.

Transparency

Study participants indicated that transparency promotes engagement when they have
(a) a clear understanding of current status, and (b) a compelling view of the future. Such
transparency inspires workers to want to change what they are doing now in order to make the
vision a reality. It gives the worker a vested interest in the organization and increases
individual commitment, while giving managers the ability to identify a credible destination by
specifying how to get there with a clear, straightforward language.
A Fox Business headline read, “Huge Wall Street Fines Raise Calls for More Transparency”
(Prial, 2014). People want more information, in this case financial, which is becoming a typical expectation for
businesses. Prial goes on to state:
As the penalties levied by the U.S. Government on big Wall Street banks charged with
all manner of fraud tied to the 2008 financial crisis soars toward $100 billion, an
obvious question that’s been asked again and again is: “Where does all that money
go?” The short answer is that most of it goes to the Treasury Department, where it
disappears into the great maw of the federal budget, helping to pay down U.S. debt
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and offset an array of unspecified government expenditures. It’s the “unspecified”
part that bothers people.
The Prial (2014) article also quotes the former Securities and Exchange Commission
Chairman, Harvey Pitt. “I would have a hard time being critical of more transparency.” The
point is that people want to know what they don’t know, and even the experts cannot argue
that being more transparent is a bad thing. On the contrary, it is a sign of a good work setting
when workers are in the “know” (to the extent possible), particularly, if management expects
employees to act as business partners.
The participants of my study used the expression transparency for more than finances.
They used it when referring to sharing company information with employees. They also
mentioned the word when talking about sharing with employees how a given company
decision had come about, or even why the supervisor himself/herself had decided upon a
given action.
Supervisor Thomas had a different perspective on transparency; he talked about
sharing the business realities with his workgroup.
It’s just the reality of being honest with them and the reality of the things that are
coming to us and making sure that they’re aware, but at the same time, being very
aware that it’s not about painting this doom-and-gloom picture. It is realizing that, yes,
circumstances have changed, but we also can learn how to become more efficient, how
to become better at doing our jobs than our competitors so that we do create an
opportunity for ourselves in this environment.
Thomas combined discussions of business realities with encouragement to move forward and
turn the challenges into opportunities. Scott suggested helping employees see things from
management’s perspective when dealing with business realities:
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I just try to communicate, and get them to understand my side, and I try to understand
their side. It goes back to that interest-based bargaining kind of thing. When you try to
figure an interest-based bargaining, which we use here and have for quite a few years,
you try to put yourself in the other person’s shoes. I then try to put them in
management shoes, and then I want to listen to them and be in their shoes.
Scott believed in fostering a mutual understanding of “the other side.”

Makes Tough Decisions

The interviews revealed many agonizing decisions made by the supervisors, such as,
who do I let go and who do I keep during the layoff? The person that was being removed
may have been a golf buddy or someone who made the people in the operation happy to be
there. Yet, if they did not possess the knowledge, skills and abilities to work on a variety of
machines, the technical savvy needed in the engineering department, or simply was not the
best choice for the good of the company while resources were sparse, then that was the
person who had to leave. The supervisor made decisions based on company goals and
directives; the person who was retained had to be the best worker available given the
circumstances, the one who could best help meet company goals
I experienced a real sense of compassion for the supervisors, especially as they
described decisions they had had to make during difficult economic times. The role of the
supervisor is a delicate balancing act. The supervisor is both a representative of upper-level
management and the organization at the same time that he/she must be an advocate for the
employees – to get them the resources needed to perform their jobs efficiently and
effectively. Some participants expressed feeling as if they were being sandwiched between
the big rocks; they were feeling frustrated; some even felt helpless. As they enthusiastically
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worked to engage their workforces, believing that they could influence the direction of the
organization, some participants became disillusioned when their expectations were not met
by upper management. For example, Jim said, “Who’s taking care of the caretaker when the
caretaker needs care?” Currently, “My peers feel like we don’t even matter anymore.” He
went on to say that he has empathy with the employees, because “they are doing the best that
they can and are expected to do even better, because the company has had a lot of bad press
of late.”

Summary

All participants considered their role critical to engaging employees and sustaining
their engagement. They believed that to successfully engage employees, a supervisor must:


Build a professional and personal relationship with each subordinate and demonstrate
that the supervisor cares about the employee as a person and an individual.



Instill accountability for a job, not accepting or allowing mediocrity; empower
employees to take greater responsibility for their performance and development, and
offer praise for jobs well done.



Remain visible and readily available to each subordinate.



Craft an environment where the employees are accepted as business partners to
achieve the goals of the organization’s mission, vision, and objectives.



Ensure, through continuous dialog, transparency of the company’s goals, decisions,
and business challenges.
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Lead his/her team through change by communicating openly and honestly about the
realities of the situation.



Create a sense of connectedness that supports the employees’ understanding of how
their team’s and business unit’s efforts contribute to overall organization performance.

Participants also saw the supervisor role as a complex one. They talked about attributes that
good supervisors needed and actions supervisors take to engage or reengage their work forces.
Chapter 6 will focus on how supervisors recognize an engaged (or unengaged)
employee, (i.e., the behavioral and attitudinal indicators along the engagement spectrum).

CHAPTER 6
INDICATORS OF ENGAGEMENT AND DISENGAGEMENT

Chapter 5 discussed the crucial role of the supervisor to influence engagement in the
workplace. Chapter 6 continues to unfold the engagement story with the indicators or
elements of engagement that supervisors see in their engaged workers. As one may suspect
many of these elements/traits mirror those of their immediate supervisors/managers. One
scenario is that the shared traits may be common, because they belong in the engagement
model. However, other possibilities exist, such as: engagement is a reciprocal equation
because at its foundation is a symbiotic relationship built on trust between the worker and
supervisor. There is also the chance that the supervisor is the engaged employees’ role model
and that employee is trying to imitate the supervisor’s characteristics, qualities, and attributes.

Engagement Indicators

Study participants described the supervisor’s perception of what it looks like when a
person is engaged (discretionary effort) and what it looks like when a person is disengaged
(disconnection indicators). Chapter 6 will discuss those indicators and compare the two
(engaged and disengaged).
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Before the interviews took place, each participant responded to a set of survey
questions; the aggregate of those responses can be found in Appendix B, Compilation of
Participant Responses, by Survey Item.
Figure 10 depicts the Engagement Indicators mentioned during the interviews. The
figure presents the indicators in various colors with corresponding typeface sizes. The colors
cluster topics mentioned; the larger the typeface, the more often the indicator was mentioned
by participants. Four primary indicators emerged:


Discretionary Effort,



Positive Attitude,



Passion for Work,



Leadership Potential and Job Knowledge.

Engagement Indicators
Leads by example

Leadership Potential
Honest

Sense of urgency

Does the job well
Ambitious

Communicates well

Asks Questions

Figure 10. Indicators of Engaged Employees.

Positive Attitude
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However engagement is defined, it is a multi-faceted construct (Kahn, 1990), so there
is little wonder that the preceding figure contains a vast array of engagement indicators.

Discretionary Effort


One of the key factors to recognizing engaged employees is discretionary effort, which
is evidence of an employee’s workplace commitment. This key factor consists of an
employee giving more than 100% effort to the job, i.e., going beyond the call of duty.
This employee volunteers for assignments, stays late or comes in early when needed.
When describing what discretionary effort looks like, the supervisors made comments
such as: “I would say that they were able to go above and beyond.” (Brad)



“Her behavior is that she is always smiling and is always asking if there is anything I
need. She is always ready to help others and was always early and never late. She
stays after, and is not asked to.” (Patty)



“She always gave her best, and she always went above and beyond.” (Ann)
The supervisors told workplace stories that depicted discretionary effort. Ann, who

worked for her company for 38 years and most recently supervised a staff of 10 employees,
comments:
I see discretionary effort and personal commitment as the same. I generally see
employees do just enough to get by. If they’ve got to do eight of something, then they
do eight. But discretionary effort is going beyond that. Personal commitment wants to
achieve a goal, because it’s not just the company’s goal, but it’s your personal goal.
You can take ownership in it. It’s a way to be committed. You’re committed to doing
the very best that you can do. If it takes a little more time, then you’ll take the extra
time. If it makes you come in early, then you come in early. You do whatever it takes
to achieve a goal.
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Charlie is 52 and retired from law enforcement. He currently works in a large retail
distribution operation where he supervises 21 employees. He described an employee, who
demonstrated discretionary effort.
One was in law enforcement....I had a corporal with me that had common sense, so he
was able to exhibit a lot of leadership traits such as going out and hustling with the
guys, being there, and not afraid to get dirty, and taking on those challenges, and going
the extra mile for the officers if they were on call. He would sometimes do more work
than they would do. He might end up with three calls, and he worked more than they
worked. He never said a word. He just did it. He led by example.
Charlie described a second person, a woman (a group leader), who worked in the retail
distribution center, and who went above and beyond the call of duty. Charlie said this about
her: “There would be times where she would be there at bedtime working on her projects,
because she knew that she had everybody else’s problems solved and got them out of there on
time with no stress. A certain leadership role was probably her best trait.”
Diane works for an engineering technical division of a large manufacturing company
and has been with the company for 26 years. She shared:
He excelled at everything he did. He was interested enough to do his own research,
and study things on his own. He also had a passion for the customers. He also worked
all kinds of hours, not that it was necessary. However, you can tell when someone
loves their job so much that if they have an email come in at night, they want to work
on it because it is so interesting to them. They know that there is a dealer at the other
end who needs help.
Scott manages facilities services, and tells a story about one employee, who was
responsible for floor-care. He would go on the internet and would then come in and say
“Hey, I saw this at home last night on… ” Scott said,
[I thought,] isn’t that cool that on his time off, he was surveying stuff on the internet
and figuring out how to do the floors better? I gave this guy permission to talk to our
salesman. On his own, he would call our salesman and say “Hey, I heard this” or “I
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read this” or “I saw this.” It is one thing to be an information gatherer, but it’s another
one to gather the information better than the institution that you’re in.
Some people get information on coin collecting, but how does that help at [work]? He
cared about his job so much, and he wanted to do it so well, that he would be out there
doing almost a supervisory function, but I loved it.
Inquisitiveness, caring, and took initiative. He was a go-getter. When you think of
what a supervisor should be doing, you should be out there looking for those
continuing improvement methods. He was out there doing it because he cared so
much. He would get so excited when he got a project done. “That was my project.
Look at how good that looks.” He would talk to people in the area about taking care of
that.
Heathfield (2013) defined discretionary effort as discretionary energy:
There is a concept called discretionary energy or discretionary effort. This is the
effort/energy that an employee chooses to exert in service to coworkers or customers
at work – or not.
An employer pays for the fundamental tasks that he hires an employee to perform. The
employee's willingness to perform above and beyond the basic requirements of the job
is a reflection of the employee's willingness to engage his or her discretionary
effort/energy.
Figure 11 depicts a model (Daniels, 2014) of discretionary effort, which is the gray
space between the Minimum Requirements (“Have-To- Do”) curve and the (“Want-To- Do”)
curve.
Discretionary effort has many different definitions in business and academic literature.
Discretionary effort is the level of effort people could give if they wanted to, but above and
beyond the minimum required (Daniels, 2014).
Engagement is thought to be an indicator of employee willingness to expend
discretionary effort to help the employer. Contextual performance was defined as
performance that is not formally required as part of the job but that helps shape the
social and psychological context of the organization. (Borman & Motowidlo, 1997, p.
72)
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Figure 11. A Discretionary Effort Model.

Engaged employees are also more likely to display discretionary behavior.
Engagement has been found to be closely linked to feelings and perceptions around
being valued and involved, which in turn generates the kinds of discretionary effort
that lead to enhanced performance. (Konrad, 2006)
“Discretionary behavior has been revealed to be an important element that is correlated with
engagement” (Kular et al., 2008, p. 21).
Participants believed that if a person has a caring supervisor, the right job fit, and is
given the opportunity to make a difference by contributing to the end result of the operation,
unit, or company, then the willingness to put forth discretionary effort will in all likelihood
ignite and thrive.
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A Positive Attitude

Participants believed an engaged employee possesses a positive attitude. They
described a positive attitude as including positive energy, enthusiasm, excitement, and
knowing when and how to have fun. “A positive attitude is when an employee comes to work
and is friendly to everybody and does their work. They also don’t really complain.”
(Kathleen)
She was very positive. That positive nature influenced those around her. I think that
was such an important thing, because you know negativity can bring a whole
department down. I had an employee or two like that (of course, most managers have).
But with this individual, there was always a smile on her face, a positive tone in her
voice, and she was just so happy to be there; it came through in her actions, behavior,
and demeanor. (Agnes)
Many of those interviewed commented on positive attitudes: “They weren’t perfect, but they
came with the willing attitude as well as the commitment and desire to the best that they could
do every day” (Steve). “Also, some like to have a little fun at work. Their attitude is kind of
pervasive throughout everything that they’d do. It’s usually very positive. Nothing can stop
us. You know, a good attitude” (Michael).
If you look at a general behavior for those that I know in my years of management, it’s
always a good attitude (that can-do attitude), always willing to find a different way
when we’re put up against it. A lot of people would throw their hands up in the air and
say “No. We’re stuck. We can’t get it done.” These folks have stepped up and said
“You know what, there’s always a better mousetrap, and we can get it done. We don’t
throw our arms up. We don’t quit. We do whatever it takes to get through the issue
that’s in front of us.” Those are the ones that I think in my career, I have appreciated
the most. You need people that can step up during the most difficult times, take the
leadership role, get the work done, and just show that attitude of: “There are very few
things that can confront us that can’t be overcome.” (Michael)
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Other supervisors stated: “Always very positive, they would always say hello to everyone
that they work with, and even outside the work area. I always see them as pleasant and have
never seen them down in the dumps” (Bonnie).
She was like the energizer bunny. Unlimited energy, found the silver lining in every
cloud. In time, she never became a pessimist. She became more of a realist in my
mind. But that energy was infectious. This is a person who grew up professionally and
is now in a management position in the organization. (Thomas)
He’s just always a can-do person, getting things done and doing multiple jobs. He’ll
be there in one minute, and he’ll be off and running in another. (Jackie)
He was really positive, ambitious, very good communication skills, and very flexible.
Regarding economic downturns, he was really good at saying “Well, six months ago,
we had a vision to do this.” And he was really on board with that vision, but now
knowing that sales have gone down, how can we adjust it? He was good at not being
“Well six months ago, this was the best thing since sliced bread. Why are we
changing?” Looking at the situation, he was able to adapt to what we had. (Jennifer)
Zach connected positive attitude with good job fit:
Attitude can help create a positive environment, because the person is attached to their
job or the task at hand. They have a good attitude, and a lot of that stems from
identifying their strengths and giving them a task or job that they are strong at. Their
attitude will typically then be more positive towards that task and create more
efficiency and a more positive reaction and outcome.
Frederickson (2009) explains that positivity alters how people view the world, how
they think, and what they do:
Positivity promotes curiosity and openness to new experiences, positivity encourages
exploration and involvement. In the workplace, positive people are able to maintain a
broader perspective and see the big picture. That helps them identify solutions instead
of focusing on problems. (p. 17)
Positive people have more friends, and according to Putnam (2000), having more
friends is the key to happiness and longevity. At work, positive people are better teamplayers; and if engagement is built on relationships, then the ability to have friendships and
positive relationships are important in the workplace.

124
According to the Institute of HeartMath, emotions such as gratitude and appreciation
help athletes to perform at a higher level. These positive emotions also help the worker on the
job (Institute of HeartMath, 2014). Further, according to Goleman (2011) positive work
environments outperform negative environments.
In his book, The Positive Dog, Gordon (2012) has a Positive Pledge that summarizes
the book’s contents. The pledge asks readers to be a positive influence on co-workers and be
positively contagious by sharing smiles, laughter, encouragement, and joy to those around
them. Gordon asks for a vow to stay positive in the face of negativity. When faced with
adversity he asks individuals to find strength and be resilient if they encounter a set-back.
Gordon believes positive people have vision, hope, and faith – never giving up and always
moving forward towards their destiny. Positive people believe they are here for a reason, and
that purpose is greater than any challenge. Being positive not only makes the person better, it
makes everyone around them better, because their kindness feeds others and changes the
world.
A positive attitude is helpful in the workplace and normally a component within the
personality of those who are engaged.
Passion for the Work

Passion for the work includes love of the job, the field, the organization, and the
technical aspects of the job. And, in some cases, caring about the people with whom the
employee works. Zigarmi, Nimon, Houson, Witt, and Diehl (2009) introduced the concept
that passion was a form of employee engagement. The authors linked it to well-being and the
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intention to act in productive, positive, and helpful ways. They presented work intentions as
evidence of being engaged in the workplace and suggested that intentions can be among the
most powerful predictors of behavior.
Zigarmi and Nimon (2011) later developed a Model of Employee Work Passion and
discussed its components. They declared, “The measurement of intention has not been used
enough in employee engagement and work passion research” (p. 447). The authors made a
distinction among four key elements of employee work passion: work cognition, work affect,
a sense of job well-being, and work intentions.
Among the participants in my study who commented on passion as an element of
engagement were Jackie, a female entrepreneur (who owned a bakery); Rhonda, a female
manager in a large corporation; Brad, a male doctor; Diane, a female supervisor in a nonprofit; and Thomas, a male supervisor in a non-profit. Their comments are in the following
paragraphs.
I'm looking for in a person... especially in this field... now, I wouldn't necessarily say it
in my office job, but this type of field, you really have to have a passion for what's
going on around you. In the office, a lot of times people just go in because it's a job.
And myself, I had a passion for it. (Jackie)
Passion, I think that kind of goes along with the engagement. They were so engaged
and so passionate about what they were working on. They were willing to find a way
to make it work. The person I’m specifically thinking of was working for me (and still
is), but her husband got transferred to Texas. We had to go through “Well, what are
our options?” So, he has made the decision to work it out where she’d moved to
Texas, but we still have kept her in that role. She comes up to the Peoria area two,
three, or four times a month to be here to lead her team and lead her program, because
she’s still passionate about what she is doing. She so much believes in her goals. She
could have taken the easy route of “My husband is getting transferred. I can just get
put on as a trailing spouse. I can find a job down there.” But she kind of made the
tough choice “This is so important to me.” I don’t see anyone demonstrating
engagement probably much more than that. She is really dedicated to what she is

126
doing and believes in it. It’s kind of going back to supporting the strategy and the goal
as a team. If you believe in it, that’s really going to build engagement. (Rhonda)
I would have to say that she truly enjoyed the job that she was doing. This was
surprising to me because this wasn’t a job that I would want to do, because I thought
that it would be incredibly boring. But just to show you how we’re all different, this
person enjoyed doing this particular job. She was very good at it. She was very
effective. (Brad)
Again, it’s a matter of whether or not they really love what they’re doing and having a
passion for it. Even when an employee is able to make the connection, they may just
not even want to be part of it. (Diane)
You’ve got to believe that it’s one of your passions in life. You’re there because you
truly want to help people be the best that they can be. They are the engaged people.
They are the high performers and are energetic. They are go-getters and passionate.
(Thomas)

Leadership Potential and Job Knowledge

Another key indicator of engagement is leadership potential. Co-workers ask the
unofficial leader questions, most likely because the person is viewed as competent in the job.
Interviewees believe that the engaged employee demonstrates leadership potential: inspires
others, emulates the current supervisor, and has a vision for the future. Two people
commented:
You know, he led by example. I mean he was the guy that did the work and
everything. He also helped everybody else out and never complained. He never
said anything and did everything he needed to do and knew exactly what
needed to be done. He also never said a word to anybody, and he never tried to
capsize anybody because they didn’t do it that way. He set an example for
them to follow. And just for that, those guys picked up on that, and tried to
mimic that and use that the whole time. So he had a really good lead-byexample philosophy or way about him and that encouraged people to try to
pick up on that and follow that. (Charlie)
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I’ve had guys that act like mechanics who engaged themselves into the day to
day activities. They will be more hands on than they will be giving advice or
giving direction. As I have gone through my career, I know those people are
also important. Normally, you wouldn’t let your supervisor out there working
or else, he might as well be on the line with everybody else. But there are
people that go out there and actually do get dirty, and those people are the
people that are respected by the employees. Those people “show the way.”
They lead by example, and if I didn’t have those kinds of guys, I don’t think
that I would have the same engagement of the employees as I had without
them. So they would say “Wow, he did it the right way. He knew what he was
doing.” Of course he knew what he was doing, because he came from that area,
or he came from a background where he had those skills to make something
work. (Daryl)
Leadership contains elements of knowledge and helpfulness. Examples from the
interviews cite the reason co-workers looked to the engaged employee to lead them. Here are
some reports of how knowledge of the job, competency and proficiency moved engaged
workers to the unofficial leadership role.
She is leveraging her knowledge and trying to train many people with a new tool that
has not been used before. So it’s working with people with various levels of
understanding. Imagine having a room with ten people you’re trying to train. Half of
them have reasonable knowledge of different types of tools, but doing the same kind
of things; the other half have never used any kind of tool that has done this. So she has
been able to manage that and I will say maintain a good interface with customers. A
lot times, they will come in here for help. She will come in and just go about that
person “I cannot believe how many times they’ve come back.” So I’ve kind of let her
vent with me. But from that specific individual that she’s talked about, I’ve always
gotten hugely positive feedback that she has handled all of the interactions well. That
to me is kind of demonstrating that she knows her stuff. (Rhonda)
I guess just the thing that sticks out is just having a really compelling overall grasp of
their particular job, and just being so incredibly proficient in that that it was just a
second nature to them.” (Brad)
That is the kind of engagement that I came to admire because it led the way for other
employees to get more engaged and understand what he had done, and were now able
to make that fix or adjustment themselves rather than have somebody else do that.
(Daryl)
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He’s intelligent. He’s pretty even-tempered, he doesn’t get flustered. I’m working with
a couple of people now where everything is a crisis. He is not like that at all. I was at a
seminar, and they were talking about people with characteristics like the president. I
think he was Theodore Roosevelt. That sort of “surge in there and do it.”
He’s friendly, outgoing, and intelligent. He’s the one that offered tips on installing a
tube, or different kinds of oil. He really stays up on different products and things like
that. I guess he reads or knows about a lot of products. (Kimberly)
Having the knowledge to do the job does not necessarily make one approachable. The
fact that other employees felt comfortable asking for assistance indicates that the engaged
people were also helpful.
They were always doing their task and didn’t get involved with anybody. But they
were highly motivated. If they were finished with their job, they would move on to the
next person, and they would help out that person if they needed assistance without
asking them. They just went and helped out their co-workers. They were very quiet,
but they were fast workers and were always willing to help out. (Bonnie)
Justin commented,
The loyalty was there from her on a personal basis. She took good care of us and not
only myself, but the four other people who were working in the department at the
time. She did the same thing for everybody. It was like her family....Yes. I guess that
it’s their willingness to help instead of sitting there and wanting to argue with you
about where to go.
The supervisors believed that engaged employees exhibited these traits: They
communicate well, build relationships, and accomplish the job by leveraging support. They
ask questions, set priorities, seek more responsibility, solve problems, accept constructive
criticism positively, and strive for continuous improvement. Working with engaged
employees is a pleasure; they make the workplace a better environment.
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Disengagement Indicators

Disengagement results in counterproductive work behavior that may occur for a
variety of reasons: some people are “retired on the job;” others have an entitlement mentality.
A poor job fit may exist between the worker (personality, skills, and interests) and the tasks to
be done. Poor job fit may occur as a result of downsizing, or when a person has been assigned
to one position when he/she may be better suited for a different job.
Another possible cause of disengagement may be a misfit between the worker’s needs
and a supervisor’s style. Andersson and Bateman (1997) state that intent to endorse the
supervisor tends to drop when leadership reduces autonomy and increases control.
Supervisors who micromanage the operation and the individual employee tend to trigger
disengagement.
Rothwell (2007) explained:
Managers play an active – and daily – role in the (workplace) climate. If managers
focus on the positive with their workers, they foster an engaging work climate. But if
managers constantly criticize workers, micromanage what they do, and fail to
recognize their efforts, and then the managers’ behaviors swell the ranks of not
engaged and actively disengaged workers. (p. 4)
Rothwell also mentioned three categories of disengaged workers from national
research done by Profiles International. Their research examined 8,000 employees across
industries and their findings estimated $350 billion per year is lost because of employee
disengagement. The study found that about 49% of employees, across three categories, were
disengaged (cited in Rothwell, 2007):


Detached Contributors—15% (national average). These people see the value of work
for its near-term economic benefit.
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Stalled Optimists—19% (national average). For this segment, work is a source of
livelihood but not yet (or not currently) a satisfying priority in their lives.
Maverick Contributors—15% (national average). For Maverick Contributors, work is
one of the multiple opportunities they have for change and excitement in their lives.
(p. 4)
Interview participants of my study cited several behaviors that indicated an employee

was not engaged or disengaged. Figure 12 uses color and font size to indicate relative
importance; that is, phrases and words that were mentioned more often appear in larger
typeface than those mentioned less often.

Disengagement Indicators

Disruptive

Figure 12. Disengagement Indicators.

Minimal Effort/Lack of Initiative

Agnes commented on disengagement.
Too much focus on the bottom line is a whole separate issue to me that I think leads to
disengagement. I just read an article about companies that practice lean systems
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management, whether that’d be through six-sigma or some other process or program.
I’ve often believed that those types of lean efforts overlook the human factor and the
impact of any of those things on human behavior.
There’s an element called human-sigma that needs to be taken into consideration. If
you’re too focused only on the bottom line, with little or no focus on the people side of
it, can you still achieve some success as an organization? Yes. But you’ll never be
long-term successful without harmonizing those two.
Not balancing them, because balancing creates the perspective that you have to give
equal time to each, and often times that’s not the case. In an extreme downturn like we
experienced a few years ago, the pendulum had to swing towards being lean, way
more than focusing on the people side.
Steve talked about his operation, citing an example of an internal factor that causes
disengagement: when one set of employees depends on (and is let down by) another set of
employees in the work flow.
We use the term 24-hour clock. What happens is [Person A] doesn’t get the job done
in a timely manner, and/or Person A doesn’t do the job correctly, then sends it to the
[next operation], that then slows up Person B’s operations. Now, the next operator
doesn’t process the work correctly… and sends it to the station, and it then slows
down [timely issuance of the product]. Ultimately, this causes the customer [to suffer],
because we internally haven’t treated each other as customers of one another, which
causes or prevents the timely movement of the product. And, that ripple effect causes
the company to look bad.
The disengagement indicator mentioned most by participants was that disengaged
individuals exert minimal effort on the job. They do enough just to get by. They are at work
for a paycheck, but they are watching the clock while showing little or no interest in the task
at hand. Doing the minimum includes: lack of initiative; waiting to be assigned work, instead
of asking what to do next; low productivity; talking with people instead of working on task;
not getting involved or participating in workplace activities; trying to get out of work tasks;
wasting time; looking busy but not attaining goals/results.
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Kind of doing the minimum to get by. Not looking for where you might be able to
improve things. (Eric)
I also see it as maybe gossiping and complaining about things that are going on. That
would obviously impact productivity” (Rhonda) .
I also see it as if you’re disengaged; you’re not going to be treating people with
respect. You’re not going to be following our values in action if you don’t care. Then
you don’t know what kinds of issues need to be addressed. (Rhonda)
[Disengaged coworkers] can also drive people to leave the organization for other jobs.
(Eric)
Agnes remarked that people who are not engaged exhibit no initiative.
I’m picturing someone, and I just remember that he very seldom even got up away
from the desk. It was like he just sat at the desk and kind of waited for things to come
to him. There was no pro-activeness. There was no self-initiative to look for ways to
improve the department or improve his personal workflow.
He complained, blamed, and watched the clock. He looked for excuses to be away
from the office, meaning more absences. He was not really interested in the goals of
the department and was not very future-oriented.
I mean they just don't have any dedication to the job if they're not engaged. They're
just there for a paycheck and really don't care about the public service, or the public.
Kathleen stated that disengaged employees do the minimum.
Disengaged employees to me are employees that work at the bare minimum to get by.
They also walk off at the same time every day, and not at break time, such as to the
bathroom. Mostly, it’s just a walk-off to get water or something. They leave the
workplace when they’re not supposed to. That stuff is meant for breaks. For
bathrooms, it doesn’t matter when you go, but when you see somebody go the same
time every day, other employees see it and it makes them not want to work.
Brad referred to the employee who is there simply to collect a check.
They do what they have to just to get by, and it shows. When there’s downtime,
instead of looking for stuff to follow up on, do, or learn more about, they just do
mindless tasks like reading/checking their emails, texting somebody, or doing
something other than what they should be doing in the office.
Mark talked about employees who stir the pot.
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Basically coming into work every day, doing the minimum needed to get my paycheck
at the end of the week. To me, that is a disengaged employee. It can go even farther to
say “I’m coming to work. I’m collecting my paycheck. I’m doing the minimum. Oh,
by the way, I’m stirring the pot as much as I can.” We had people in our organization
like that. You know, the why, what, when, and how.
Ann shared these thoughts on doing only what is required:
Disengaged people sometimes have absolutely no interest in what they’re doing. They
just don’t want to get fired, so they do what they must. You just don’t get any extra.
“If you’re telling me I’ve got to do six of something... if I can get away with five, then
I’m only doing five. But otherwise, I’m doing six. But I will never do seven.”

Poor Job Fit Leads to Disengagement

Disengagement has been defined as the decoupling of the self within the role,
involving the individuals withdrawing and defending themselves during role performance
(May et al., 2004). Disengaged employees displayed incomplete role performances and were
effortless, automatic or robotic (Kahn, 1990).
Poor job fit is another indicator that emerged when study participants talked about
disengagement. During difficult economic times people were displaced, replaced, and
eliminated from or within the job market. Often employees were moved to positions for which
they were ill-suited just to keep them on the payroll.
The changing nature of work and work organizations, particularly the perceived
violation and breach of psychological contracts, is believed to have caused a rise in employee
cynicism and mistrust (Pate, Martin, & Staines, 2000). Also in the early2000s, research found
that employee engagement was on the decline and disengagement was deepening among
employees (Bates, 2004; Richman, 2006).
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According to Herriot and Pemberton (1995), when employees are expected to work
longer hours, take on greater responsibility, and be more flexible to tolerate continual change
and ambiguity, it results in increased stress and poor health for workers. Cartwright and
Cooper (2005) had similar findings. Similarities appear to exist between disengagement and
employee cynicism. Dean, Brandes, and Dharwakdar (1998) define employee cynicism as “a
negative attitude toward one’s employing organization. Cynicism has been characterized by
negative attitudes such as frustration, disillusionment, and contempt toward and distrust of
supervisors and management within the workplace” (p. 345).
Many supervisors commented that when an employee was not competent in the job,
did not understand the worth of the task to the organization, or simply did like the work, then
disengagement was likely. Zach talked about structure.
Ultimately everybody needs boundaries. When you just open things up completely,
then you all of a sudden lose all your structure and people think that they can do this
when they’re not supposed to be doing that. Then somebody might feel that “Well, this
person is doing this. Why can’t I do that?” There are ways to create that structure, but I
think that can disenfranchise people because if a company doesn’t go out and
necessarily identify peoples’ strengths and weaknesses, then you can have that where
people will sit there and look at what somebody else is doing and say “Hey, I’m really
good at that. I can do that.” If there wasn’t a process or task of some sort put in place
to monitor or identify that, then you’re going to have potential problems there.
Diane discussed poor job fit.
Yes, we provide technical support. It is important to be able to provide a good service
to our dealers, meaning that people really know their job and know what is going on. I
have had people in the job where they didn’t have a strong background, and they either
felt frustrated, because then they get worried that they are either being asked for
advice, and they don’t know how to do it, or they fake it. I eventually figured that out,
and then we have difficult discussions. So either way, if they don’t know their job or
don’t have those technical skills that are a good fit, it is going to be uncomfortable at
some point. They will either have self-induced discomfort, or manager-induced
discomfort.

135

Daryl talked about skill gaps between the employee and the job.
If I can’t find that individual, then I obviously have to train within the ranks; to bring
someone up to the potential that they obviously have if they haven’t fully developed.
A lot of the times, supervisory capacity anyway, the supervisor’s job is to make sure
that the employees have for one, the tools that they need to progress and the other is to
train and to make sure that they have some opportunities for advancement. We talked
about the environment, the tools that we provide, the equipment. (Something that has
changed in the equipment, and now they have to relearn a skill). In other words,
maybe the machine now contains a computer, and the programming has to be adjusted
for different parts that it will run. Now, this employee has to relearn that programming.
Either he has the ability to do it, or he just doesn’t want to do it. We also look at that.
If he does not have that ability, then we can move him out to someplace else where he
does feel comfortable
Kimberly reflected upon a person who was laid off, because she did not possess the
skill set for a particular job.
She would get me so confused that I couldn’t even understand what she was talking
about. I laid her off. But looking back, I should have said “This is just not your cup of
tea. You’d be great at something else, but this is not something that you should
pursue.”
Jennifer spoke about employees not doing what the job required.
They either didn’t know what they were doing and they thought they did a good job
(and they didn’t), or they were doing something that they really shouldn’t have been
doing (even though it was good work). It wasn’t needed and appreciated.
There are a lot of things in place to help get to the right place. Have the right job fit, or
find a good job. It doesn’t always work. So we have people that aren’t engaged. There
are a lot of things in place from a tool perspective, and in a lot of the way we’ve
trained our leaders to help encourage that.
Brad shared an example of proper job fit.
For example, if someone is at the front desk, someone who is outgoing and
empathetic…a lot of times when people come to this office, they’re not feeling well.
They’re not themselves. So we need somebody that can reach out and sympathize and
empathize with them. I want them to know that once we get them trained to a level
where they’re proficient in all of the detail stuff in that position, I want them to feel
like they can step beyond that so that they can enhance the experience for the people
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that may come here in the office. I don’t want them to think “Well, sorry. Not my
table, sir.” If someone asks them a question or if a situation comes up, they can go
ahead and go outside of the box so to speak, and go ahead and do whatever they can to
make that person’s experience not just positive, but a really good experience. So that’s
kind of what I was going for.
Poor job fit can occur in any business or career. People who demonstrate little interest
in their job may also show little interest in the company (goals, values, mission). Employees
can be thrust into jobs for which they are not suited for a variety of reasons; but, a poor job fit
will likely result in an unhappy, disengaged employee.
Apathy or a “Don’t Care” Attitude
Employees who are apathetic or don’t seem to care are that way for a variety of
reasons. They may have given up; they like causing drama; they are instigators who tend to
complain and place blame; they want to talk instead of work, which disrupts the person who is
trying to work; or, they just do not care. Supervisors made the following comments
concerning apathy in their workplaces.
Kathleen talked about her employees thinking that their jobs would be eliminated.
It does seem like they give up, because they even make comments “Well, we will not
have a job anyway, so why should we try?” So you have to turn around their way of
thinking, such as “Oh, we should do the best we can so we do have a job.”
Steve discussed effort that must be exerted, even if that effort doesn’t come naturally.
To be successful in anything, you’ve got to put some effort into it. It’s not just going to
come naturally. Even if you’re a great athlete, you still have to put some effort into the
success of whatever you’re trying to achieve. I think the difference in the employee
who is not engaged is they have the “I don’t care attitude.” They also have the “What’s
in it for me attitude?” If there is nothing in it for them, they don’t feel is important to
give that extra effort.
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Agnes commented on employees who had feelings of disconnection or not being
appreciated.
I would characterize it as lack of interest and enthusiasm, feeling disconnected and
unappreciated, feeling that there is little to no opportunity for contribution and maybe
feeling that people don’t listen to their feedback. There’s not an opportunity to provide
input.
Eric equated disengagement to demotivation.
I see it as demotivation. They are doing the minimum to get by. Not looking for where
you might be able to improve things. I also see it as maybe gossiping and complaining
about things that are going on. That would obviously impact productivity. I also see it
as if you’re disengaged; you’re not going to be treating people with respect. You’re
not going to be following our values in action as if you don’t care. Then you don’t
know what kind of issues that needs to be addressed. It can also drive people to leave
the organization for other jobs.
You’re not even going to try to address those issues; you’re just going to ignore them
because you’re not engaged. You’re not really caring what’s going on.
Daniel reminisced about how much intervention is needed with disengaged
employees. His strategy was to gradually and progressively provide step-by-step instruction.
You piecemeal instruction to them and the other thing is, and it doesn’t even have to
be complex, but if they’re not engaged, they don’t care. So they don’t care how
something comes out. If you give them something that has ten steps, and then they
only do one step and then nine and ten, it’s not going to come out right. What you do
is you say “Alright, when you get up, take a shower. After you take the shower, then
come see me. Then go clean your room.” Whereas if you have somebody that is
engaged, you say “You know what you got to do. Go do it.” They then come back 45
minutes later, and they say “I’m all set.” “Okay, did you do this?” “Yeah.” “Did you
do this?” “Yeah.” And so on.
The last statement indicates that the disengaged require extra supervisory intervention
to get the job done. That extra attention steals time from other supervisory tasks. Participants
explained that disengaged people are unhappy; they can have bad attitudes and bad
attendance. In general terms, participants characterized disengaged workers as demonstrating
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a poor work ethic and being poor performers. Further, they judged such workers as selfcentered people, who showed little interest in the role they performed for the organization.
They were confrontational and disruptive, complaining and blaming others for their short
comings; their disengagement fostered disengagement in others.
In an interview with Gallup Management Journal, Coffman defines actively
disengaged employees as:
The "cave dwellers" are "Consistently Against Virtually Everything." We've all
worked with an actively disengaged employee who is not just unhappy at work; he
acts out that unhappiness. Every day, actively disengaged employees tear down what
their engaged coworkers are building… Negativity is like a blood clot, and actively
disengaged employees sometimes clot together in groups that support and reinforce
their beliefs.
Actively disengaged employees also may close themselves off from anyone who will
challenge them to become part of the solution, rather than staying part of the problem.
This is key to understanding the difference between an engaged and actively
disengaged person. An engaged person occasionally becomes negative. We all do. But
an actively disengaged person finds it almost impossible to become part of the
solution, because they thrive on being part of the problem. (Gallup Organization,
2002)

Comparing Engaged and Disengaged Employees
Kahn’s (1990) seminal grounded theory research of engagement and disengagement
suggested that employee engagement was the concurrent expression of one’s preferred self
and the promotion of connections to others. Disengagement was suggested to be the
withdrawal of oneself and of one’s preferred behaviors, promoting a lack of overall
connectedness, emotional absence, and passive behavior. The choice to express one’s
authentic self was understood as the emotional, social, and physical act of engagement. Every
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day workers choose to “express and employ their [authentic] selves… or withdraw and defend
their [authentic] selves” at work (Kahn, 1990, p. 692).
Supervisors in my research indicated that engaged workers display a helpful, positive
attitude. They seem to be dedicated, loyal workers, who are knowledgeable, competent, and
good problem solvers. Engaged workers are seen as exerting discretionary effort and are
people who communicate well. Their disengaged counterparts are viewed as displaying poor
work performance and possessing a poor work ethic. Participants in my study believe that
their disengaged employees are disruptive individuals who foster discontent. The disengaged
show little interest in their job, they perform at a minimum level, and they require extra
supervisory attention.
Figure 13 compares the engaged versus disengaged behaviors observed by
supervisors.
When asked to compare their engaged and disengaged employees, interviewees made
the following observations. Ann compared engaged and disengaged workers.
[The engaged] are doing what they ought to do. Generally, they are suggesting
something and may even be coming up with some ideas that you didn’t have. But they
were not engaged and not productive. They are hard to get along with. I know people
who were very busy, but they weren’t productive. It might take supervisors a while to
become conscious of it, but eventually they would realize that [their production was
slipping] when the product is not moving. They were nonproductive.
[The disengaged] Often the people who are disengaged are not cooperative. So not
only are they doing nothing, they had a propensity to interfere with somebody else’s
productivity. Sometimes, the disengaged people are troublemakers. They take
everything personally. If you say “You know, we need to improve this.” They will say,
“Are you saying I’m not doing anything?” Disengaged people tend to cause problems
immediately as they are nonproductive.
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Engaged vs Disengaged
Discretionary Action
Helpful, Positive Attitude
Dedicated, loyal worker
Knowledgeable, competent
Problem-solver
Communicates well
Leadership Potential
Does the minimum
Little interest in role, poor job fit
Requires extra supervisory attention
Blames, complains
Poor work performance
Poor work ethic

Disruptive, fosters discontent

Figure 43. Comparison of Engaged versus Disengaged Behaviors.

Scott compared the loyalty of cats versus the loyalty of dogs to engaged and
disengaged employees. Although dogs will be loyal to their masters, cats are only loyal to
themselves.
Well, it’s obvious that people that aren’t engaged are the opposite. They are cat loyal;
[that is] they only care about themselves. They come into work when they have to and
do what they have to. They try to do enough not to get in trouble and don’t show any
initiative to care about the program or institution. They just do what they want to just
to get their check and go home. They don’t care about trust and improvement. It’s just
a job to them, whereas it’s a career for the other people.
Regardless of the type of business the supervisors represented (entrepreneur,
corporate, public, non-profit) they much preferred to work with their engaged employees. The
engaged employees exerted discretionary effort to achieve the mission, vision, and goals of
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the organization; whereas, disengaged employees displayed disinterest in and disconnection
from business outcomes.

Summary

Chapter 6 presented the behavioral and attitudinal indicators that supervisors use to
identify engaged and disengaged employees. Engaged employees expend discretionary effort,
exhibit knowledge of the job, display a positive attitude and passion for the work, and are
viewed as having leadership potential. Disengaged employees expend minimal effort in their
jobs and take no initiative. Finally, the chapter compared engaged versus disengaged
employee behaviors.
Chapter 7 covers the internal-to-the-business and external-to-the-business factors that
affect engagement in the workplace.

CHAPTER 7
FACTORS AFFECTING ENGAGEMENT

This chapter will address factors that affect engagement – both internal and external.
External factors (those that tend to be outside of supervisors’ sphere of influence or those they
cannot control) have both positive and negative properties. First to accentuate the positive,
the external factor that most helped workers endure stressful business changes was support or
encouragement and backing from family, friends, mentors or life coaches, children, spouse or
significant other. Celebrating life events with those individuals helped the workers establish
and maintain self-worth and balance work-life issues in difficult times.
Scott talked about his extended family and relayed a story of how his mother was
proud of him for getting a degree while the other siblings were struggling in life. That
accomplishment nurtures his self-esteem; he knows that he possesses the ability to move to a
job elsewhere if need be.
I’ve sometimes wondered if great leaders are born or made. Are engaged employees
born or made? We all can see examples, and I would imagine that really engaged
people have either had a dad or a mom, or a situation where they see grandpas and
grandmas or somebody who is really an engaged person (a minister or teacher) who
has had an effect on them. They also have got the fire. I used to be a teacher, and you
talk about the fire. I had the fire, but you can get burnt out. It’s the same with people.
You can get a person starting, say here at this school in the custodial department that
has a fire, and through disengaged negative employees and a boss who is the same
way, the fire goes out. So we hope that we have the fire, and we want to keep the fire
stoked and not let it burn out. They have probably been around people and have seen
that....My mother always said “Why did you go on and get a Master’s degree while
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your brother and sister have done nothing but lead a tough life?” They all come out of
the same house. Why did you drink from the water and they didn’t? I don’t have an
answer. I had a fire that they didn’t have and a desire.
Agnes talked about an employee, who was confident in his abilities, the direction he
was taking in his life, and in his career.
He was very sure of his career field. Because he was so sure of what he wanted to do,
he really saw how that connected to the work he was doing. The work he was doing
was helping him advance in his career goals.
Justin talked about the importance of balancing work and personal life.
One of the biggest things that I tried to get people to understand was work/life balance.
We really respect the fact that you are in here 20 hours a day and you’re working your
rear end off…and you’re accomplishing fantastic things. But when you lose your wife
and your kids because you’re spending more time here, is it worth it? The answer is
no. We try to get people to understand work/life balance. That is one of the recent
phrases. I say recent within the last decade, and that one is still being developed
because work/life balance at different companies is different. Work/life balance for a
teacher is different than work-life balance for a supervisor on the shop floor. There are
significantly different issues and what you have to do. Both of those individuals could
be the most dedicated human beings in the world and still fail, because they haven’t
figured out which one is the most important. I always err on the side of family,
because if you lose that, the rest of it doesn’t make any sense.
Ann talked about how the external factors affected the internal ones.
I think it’s the people whose personal life is satisfactory. They come in with a better
attitude. I think people with family lives or people who are made to feel important in
their church, or people who participate in community activities, they just have a
different mindset. People who already feel valued outside of work bring a different
attitude to the workplace
In a down economy, achieving a positive mentality can be a challenge. The
supervisors interviewed found it easy to vent, but had difficulty looking positively at the
experiences of engagement during an economic downturn. Charlie, a supervisor in a large
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retail/manufacturing outlet, said the best way to put a positive spin on work during these times
is to have fun.
Well first off, you have got to have fun. If you can’t have fun, then what you’re doing
is you’re fighting an uphill battle anyway. So, you know, if you want your team to
have fun and be completely focused on, “we have got to reach this number.” You
know our goal, then. You allow them to joke and have a little fun and enjoyment.
I really believe this, but most people out here are working many jobs they don’t like,
but they have to do it. In a production place like in warehouse material handling, most
people are not there because they enjoy boxing every day for 10 hours a day. Most of
them do it because that is the only thing they have got to put food on the table. So
they don’t always have that positive outlook when they come to work. But if they
know the leaders in their building, and if they can have fun doing their job, well that
definitely lightens the load off of their shoulders. When things are much more at ease,
they are much more likely to engage. So, you have to make work fun.
Leo in manufacturing talked about empowerment and career development opportunities as
being a plus.
Alright, I listen and I empower employees. You know the particular company where
the [International Standards Organization] ISO was being done, it was a fairly small
company. There was always one person that made all the decisions for everything and
the employees got to where they just did what they were told.
If you are an employee that is just doing what you are told, you are not engaged. If
you are an employee that is empowered to make certain decisions, and do certain
things, you are going to become more engaged by doing that.
At my present company, there were several people who were interested in job security.
In order to be the ISO auditor, they [had to] to sit through the training and understand
what it was all about. And after the company was certified, they were actually a
certified trainer, so they could pretty much go through any company and audit it
afterwards. So it was an opportunity for them as well.
Melvin, works in a small office in the non-profit sector. To create a successful
environment given the economic situation, he mentioned rewarding good behavior to the
extent possible, understanding the mission, and maintaining good customer relations.
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Well, I think that it’s the getting the folks that work for us, since we can’t give them
the kind of salaries that I would like to give, but we try to optimize that. I think that
what you’re trying to do is to maximize the number of factors that contribute to a
positive work environment. You pay the person as much as you can, and you try to get
them to understand the total mission, and try to get them to have a positive relationship
with the folks that they’re serving.
Eric, a supervisor at a learning institution, talked about the importance of
communication and line of sight for the employee.
I think the biggest thing is communication, especially when things are challenging. For
instance, we are currently going through a period of some rolling layoffs. So being a
communicator of what’s going on, why it’s going on, and where and when we can do
anything about it. Sometimes, there is nothing they can do about it. We kind of help
them work through that. But the more you can communicate with them, I think that’s
key. But in a phase of difficult economic times, as long as you do that strategybuilding together and you’re all on the same page and understanding where you’re
supporting the rest of the organization, you’re going to have a foundation set there to
make it easier to get through the difficult economic times.
Daryl, a supervisor from a large manufacturing organization, talked about a safe
working environment and the value of the employee having the proper tools to do the job.
Management has to make sure that the environment that they work in is a safe and
wholesome environment. In other words, you have to have the environmental
concerns. You have to make sure that if there is any kind of equipment that they are
using, that it is in work-safe condition… I guess the internal environment that the
employee works in….the comfort, the heat, the light, the workspace and work area, is
all the ergonomics correct for the employee to feel comfortable so he doesn’t fall off
the bench or whatever type of work environment that he is in. Those are also
considerations. I had an individual that would make sure that the employees had those
types of work environments. I had an ergonomic engineer that would go out and say
“This tool has to be at 17 degrees.” Or “There’s motion waste that wears out the
employee over period of times. We made an adjustment to that tool.” There are some
other things that we can do to make the job easier for the employees.”
The internal and external factors that affected employee engagement through the eyes
of those interviewed are depicted in Figure 14. These situations may occur or be exacerbated
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as a result of the economy (the Great Recession and the years following). Negative external
factors include, but are not limited to:


Personal and family problems (such as addiction, overload, stress, divorce, and other
family issues),



Medical situations (including deaths within the family unit), or



Values and interests of workers, which include aspects of culture. Loss of career
advancement opportunities can lead to disengagement for workers who identify
themselves by the work they do and how far they advance in their career.

Figure 14. Factors that Negatively Affect Employee Engagement.
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External Factors Affecting Engagement

Although Figure 13 displays six factors that emerged from the interviews, the factors
outside the workplace that were most discussed included: the poor economy, personal and/or
family problems, personal values (such as, the relative importance of work compared to other
life components), interests beyond the job, and cultural values. Each of these four factors will
be covered in this chapter.

Poor Economy

The impact of the bad economy had a ripple effect in several of the factors mentioned
in the model. According to Grunsky et al. (2011), the Great Recession was not only an
economic event but an historical one that transformed life as it was prior to that time.
Economists have labeled the period from May 2007 to October 2009 as the Great Recession.
As the recession unfolded, February 2009 saw passage of the American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act (ARRA), a stimulus package that took the form of fiscal relief for
state governments, benefit increases and tax cuts for households, and investments in
infrastructure and technology. In December 2010, President Barack Obama signed
into law another large stimulus package, the Tax Relief, Unemployment Insurance
Reauthorization, and Job Creation Act of 2010. This package focused on extending
temporary income and payroll tax cuts and providing additional funding for
emergency unemployment compensation.
The Great Recession thus stands out because it was brought on and prolonged by an
unusually dramatic housing crisis; because the housing crisis in turn engendered a
financial crisis that evoked memories of the Wall Street Crash of 1929; because the
associated financial problems triggered a deep labor-market crisis that continues to this
day; and because the federal government’s response to these housing, financial and
labor-market crises was both substantial and multipronged. Taken together, all of
these factors make it at least plausible that the Great Recession will prove to be an
event that transforms beliefs, behaviors, and even institutions. To regard the recession
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as a purely economic event – even one of historic severity – may well be to
underestimate its impact on U.S. society. (Grunsky et al., 2011, p.5)
The recession (external factor) prompted companies to move to a bottom-line focus
(internal factor). The bottom-line focus in most workplaces resulted in laying people off.
Some people were laid off permanently. To keep as many people employed as possible, some
companies instituted what was termed by one supervisor (Rhonda) as rolling layoffs. Rhonda
works for a large manufacturing company where layoffs became a scheduling concern for
management, because they had to determine who could be gone for a period of time and still
leave the company with the right skill sets to accomplish the goals of the organization.
Actually, I’ve had to do this before in my career as well where you’re asking people to
take a certain amount of time off. Jill is gone one week, Mary is gone the second
week. I’ve seen it done both ways. Both times I’ve been involved in it; everyone kind
of takes a separate week. But it is asking people to take a week off unpaid. I mean,
they can file for unemployment, but unpaid. They can’t do any work. That’s what’s
funny. We take a lay-off, no problem. We have a really difficult time explaining to
people “you can’t work that week.” Because people are so used to “oh I’m on
vacation, I’m still going to be tied to my Smartphone and my e-mail and or whatever.”
If you’re on layoff, you cannot touch anything related to work. So it’s been kind of an
interesting thing to deal with. This time, it’s not really driven by, what I think is a
large economic situation. Last time we went through this, it was during that crash in
2009, and there were a lot of people who were on permanent layoff....There was a lot
more anxiety that you kind of had to work through.
Pete also mentioned the rules a person must follow while laid off. He then talked
about the health care industry, where his sister is employed. From his perspective, the future
looked like there would be more work with fewer people to do it.
[Talking about doing more with less,] my sister works in the health care industry, and
she said that it is just chaos right now. You are going from a system where insurance
and overhead and administration might be up to 80% of your costs. You know what
the law is in 2014 right? It’s 20%, there’s a cap on it. Insurance industries as they
exist today, a year and a half from now will be changing. So if you think that you
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have had a bad day here, you’ve had the best day, because those industries are going to
pucker up. They are going to lay off 80% of their people.
Kimberly was forced to sell the family business, and she agonized over doing it. She
tried to explore several different options, but decided the work was her dad’s passion not hers
and in this environment it would be a struggle to survive for anyone (even a person with
passion).
The recession, and then I was really ambivalent about whether I wanted to continue,
and I just finally changed [and came to the] realization that it just wasn’t for me. This
had been my father’s business, and he always had the eye-of-the-tiger and would do
whatever to keep the place afloat, and I just don’t have that same drive to put
everything on the line to keep the thing going….We just didn’t have, especially over
the last few years, that ability to buy things at a good price when they were offered.
We just didn’t have it, and it really made things difficult. Even for your capital assets,
your computers, the facility and just keeping everything up. It’s just costly.
Other supervisors/mangers talked about the adjustments employees had to make due to
the economy.
[Family commitments and attitudes] When I think about the economy, and I don’t
know if that counts since we have already covered it, but obviously if you’re worried
about your job, then I suppose you can throw yourself into it thinking that it might
protect you. So that is one external factor. Also, another factor could be family
commitments. One had a family, but they were very flexible and tolerant, and they
didn’t mind if he “took his Blackberry to the swim meet.” Another person didn’t have
a wife or a family, so he was kind of free to throw himself into the job. (Diane)
[Job loss] Economic times to families. If one person, their spouse, lost their job, they
know that they need this job. They then give it their all to make sure that they are not
going to lose their job. (Daryl)
[Job loss] The economy to begin with, people don’t want to lose their job. The one
thing that I have always found is that you could have people whose lives are in total
shambles or ruins. They may lose their wife or children. They may be ostracized from
the family, the church, or whatever. But you take their job away from them, their
whole life is over. (Justin)
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[Family relying on worker’s income] The only thing that really comes to mind is there
are people in their lives otherwise that they want to please. There are other people that
are counting on them, and they want to be there for them. (Brad)
Zach, a supervisor who runs a financial institution, discussed his thoughts on
engagement and work ethics as a result of the economy.
The current economic factors at that point in time which can also have an effect on
people’s engagement. This is because if somebody is in a situation where they’ve got
debts, bills, or there are people who are calling them for money, there are certain
things that they’ve got to abide by or that they need. Their engagement can be dictated
by that with the attitude or mentality that, “Hey, I’ve got these obligations to meet. I
better get my job done.”

Personal and/or Family Problems

Supervisors were keenly aware of the ill effects that employees suffered when
personal and family problems were on their minds during work hours. Employees often felt
they had little or no control over their situations (e.g., divorce, family illnesses, deaths in the
family, the personal financial crises, substance abuse, or simply having a bad day at home).
The statements that follow revealed the supervisors’ frustrations, but also illustrated the
circumstances they deal with on a daily basis.
There is also life that goes on outside of work. So you might have had either a tragedy,
such as your mom or dad passing away, you’ve got problems at home, all sorts of
things outside that really affect that, too, because people are human, and life isn’t
perfect. (Pete)
A lot of times the company does not control the outside influence, you know if an
employee’s getting divorced, there is not a whole lot in a small company that doesn’t
have a policy that allows employees time off for that kind of stuff. There is not a lot
you can do with the outside factors. (Leo)
When you walk through those doors, you should forget about the personal problems.
But some people have personal, financial, and economic problems. They also have
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medical problems. When that is going on in their head, sometimes they can’t deal with
it. (Bonnie)
And then this all of a sudden came on, so I don't know if she's overextended herself
because she's got two kids, she's going to school full time, so I don't know if that has a
lot to do with it, but I just thought, she's 36, so I thought she'd be a little more mature
about some of this. Of course if she legitimately hurt her back that could be it... I don't
know. (Jackie)
Kathleen simply stated they may have had a bad day at home.
The one person that I was talking about…what’s interesting is that she moved here for
this job. She moved from the east coast. She had just gotten married and her husband
was here so it was kind of an interesting situation. I think bringing her in and making
her part of the team…to be honest, she wasn’t planning to move here. She thought that
her husband would move there. It makes me feel like factors outside of the workplace
kind of encouraged them to be engaged, she found a good home, they built a house
and were kind of building a life here. I think that obviously helps keep her engaged. I
think it’s about people helping each other. (Rhonda)
You really don’t live their lives. You don’t know what’s going on with their kids, their
family, their parents, their finances, their whatever. So you really don’t know unless
you get to know them. The outside influence is huge when it comes to personal lives,
because they carry those burdens there with them, whether it’s a divorce issue, a
family issue, or a child health issue, or any kind like that. External factors definitely
influence behavior the most. You know, if my marriage is falling apart or if I’m
losing my house or if I’m losing my kids, or if I’m losing everything that I own, then I
don’t care anymore. (Charlie)
One of our instructors was going through a divorce. She was a wonderful instructor,
but through that time, she was terrible because of her personal life. I mean that she
didn’t engage. The people would come to me and say “What’s wrong with her? She’s
not herself.” I couldn’t tell them anything about her personal life. If she wanted to tell
them to a certain point, then she actually did, well they got annoyed with her telling
them too much about her personal life. So the outside elements really can make a
difference. (Patty)
It tends to be individuals who are in a transition situation-divorce, trying to go to
school while going to work, getting to file bankruptcy, healthcare issue, or a
behavioral health issue. If you can help those folks get better, they can honestly be
your best employees. They appreciate that during their difficult times, you gave them
an opportunity. Instead of going “You’re misbehaving Susan. Get out the door.” In
time, I may need to do that; but you invest a lot of money in staff in the first place, and
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you invest a lot of time. It’s worth it to keep investing until the person clearly says
“I’m not willing to put my 50% into this. I want you to drag me along. There are not
enough of us to drag people along.” (Thomas)
He had an adult son (I think he’s 26) that had some alcohol problems, and he had
threatened to kill himself. I think it’s the whole family dynamic. They are really struck
by it. With the new owners, it’s busier and they have a lot more forms that need to be
filled out, and I think that he is away from his desk a lot of times and I don’t know
what he’s doing. It has improved in the last few weeks, and I think things will settle
down a little bit, but it really gets to be an issue that “I know you’re going through
this, but you still have to show up and perform your job.” I’ve seen that a lot over the
years. A lot of the people that, as soon as you hire (not necessarily those who are entry
level people), may have had a lot of issues, they let their personal problems affect their
work. (Kimberly)
Circumstances that affected the employees included: death in the family, personal
illness or care-giving for an ill family member, marital problems, divorce, personal or family
member with addition issues, and even relocating due to career changes. As Thomas
observed, the employee is experiencing some kind of transition or dealing with a health or
behavioral issue (self or family member). In all cases these external factors were affecting the
employee’s work performance.

Personal Values and Interests Beyond the Job
The values employees hold can affect their engagement – either positively or
negatively. Zach explained:
Because of values that may have been instilled by their parents and grandparents of
“Put your nose to the grindstone and get this done. You do what you’re supposed to
do.” That may help dictate the type of attitude that they have going through that
process. Attitudes can vary. We know that there’s some that feel that they don’t
necessarily have to work for it. Then there’s others that will work until their knuckles
bleed.
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Ed, from an office where each person knows everyone else, believed that even if a
person is not fulfilled in his/her occupation (the job they do to put food on the table), that
person can find satisfaction in another venue. He attributed engagement to being a product of
the individual’s work ethic.
Maybe I’m off base on this, but I think taking care of their family keeps them more
engaged to do their job. To support their family, and what they want to do for their
family. If I need to take care of my family and I’m going to send my kids to college, I
know that I have to make sure I do a good job. If I do a good job and I’m engaged in
my job, I keep my job. There is also the fact that I could earn more money through
promotions or through special awards. I think that’s probably the biggest one. Then
there is a sense of just being engaged in…maybe somebody’s church group. Just to be
able to say “Hey look. This is the type of person that I am.” A good person does a
good job, whether they are doing volunteer work in the community or doing the work
at the office. I think it all comes down to work ethic.
Many supervisors referred to family values as an important external factor affecting
engagement. Sometimes how a person has been raised affects his/her approach to work.
[Mindset to do your best] There are some people who, for example, are Deacons in
their church. They have outside activities that have already given them more selfesteem; so no matter what their occupation is, they feel like ‘I am who I am. My
occupation does not define me. It’s just what I do to get paid.’ I think that sometimes
those people who have outside activities where they are valued, where they have some
importance, then they just have a different mindset when they come to work. They
know that there is some value in giving their best, and basically somebody will
recognize you for who you are. It’s all about their personal mindset. (Ann)
[Approach to work] I think it’s the way that they’re brought up. I think it’s the
environment that they’ve learned in before they get wherever they’re at in terms of
work. In my case, I think I was brought up to always find a better way to get things
done, never stop, and keep going. I think that’s pervasive in the way that you work.
(Michael)
[Attitudes developed during childhood] With socioeconomics, values, integrity, selfworth. There are a lot of things that are developed. It’s an interesting position being 64
years old, and having an 11 year old daughter, but it really shows me the foundations
of what we do as adults that are built into children, and how they can be changed.
Some of the things that happen are indelible. So you can tell a lot about somebody’s
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upbringing by how they are when they report to their first job. If they’re respectful, if
they’re clean, if they apply themselves at school (like if they went to college instead of
just coming out of high school). Usually, in a successful family unit, higher education
is more important than maybe it was two generations ago. (Daniel)
[Work experiences to date] I think maybe their work history has something to do with
it. Their upbringing, kind of like their family values of working hard. (Susan)
[Positive, realistic self-talk] Keeping the morale high can be tough on some people,
especially if you’re doing the same stuff every day. You almost have to look at what
the job brings to your personal life and how it makes your life more comfortable and
easier. That’s kind of the way that you have to look at it along with the goal, which is
customer satisfaction. Sometimes, you have to personalize it to say that I’m here for an
income, which supplies my family and me with a living. It is good for my family. It
heats the home and puts food in the belly and all that. That’s how you have to kind of
charge yourself up. You know, boost your morals because day in and day out (I think
in every job), that needs to be done. Day in and day out, it can be kind of rudimentary
and you know, the same old stuff, so you do have to find it in yourself mentally; to tell
yourself what it is you’re doing this for. (Kevin)
Kevin also talked about upbringing.
[How a person was raised] I would say the way you’re raised probably has something
to do with the approach to your job. Therefore, how focused and engaged you’re going
to be with your job and how important it is. I would say your upbringing does have
plenty to do with the way you’re going to approach your job as you get older.
[Values we learned from family members] It started way back when they were
children. They may have learned some of the values from their grandparents, parents,
and their environment. I believe that has had an effect on people in terms of their level
of engagement potential. (Zach)
The supervisors attributed employees’ personal values to the way they had been
raised: the work ethic instilled by parents, a mindset to “always try your best”, and values
learned from grandparents and other extended family members. Even work experience was
viewed as contributing to some people’s personal value system. Sometimes a person’s
volunteer work or hobby may take precedence over the energy they expend in the job.
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Cultural Values

Society or culture can also affect employee engagement, sometimes in a negative way.
Change takes time to be implemented; such delays can influence morale and consequently
engagement. Charlie discussed the effects of external influences:
When people don’t see things turning around for a long period of time, they stop being
engaged. They don’t seem to put forward the effort. We as a society have gotten so
accustomed to wanting results right away, and wanting things to turn around in a
matter of days or weeks. You are going to lose their attention. The patience that has
been in a lot of places is gone. Where something takes time, people don’t want to
spend the time. Internally, when they are seeing a company (and the one we work for)
doesn’t seem to be moving forward, and there continues to be more cuts, it’s tough to
stay engaged. It’s tough to stay motivated. When your company is being impacted
externally by legislation or outside influences that you have no control of, sometimes
it’s a lost cause. No matter what we do, our hands are tied because someone else is in
control. It can get really frustrating.

Internal Factors Affecting Engagement

For purposes of my research, internal factors refer to situations that are within a
company’s control, like whether or not supervisors are well trained, or how the company
manages change. The internal factors that were emphasized by interviewees included:


Poor leadership



Poor supervision



Changing Work Environment



Employee Feelings
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Poor Leadership

Supervisors serve as bridges between upper management (company leaders) and the
workers. Leo, from a small manufacturing company, believed that everything was all about
management:
The inside factors, I believe ultimately it is all about management. If you don’t have
leaders that are engaged and want to see the company do positive things, you are not
going to have employees that do. So at the end of the day inside the company it all
comes down to leadership.
The interviewees expressed their feelings about being out on the front line of the
organization all by themselves. They talked about the need for leadership that (1) treats
everyone with dignity and respect, (2) appreciates and recognizes people for jobs well done,
and (3) works to establish and maintain the trust of company employees. The interviewees
discussed the effects of poor leadership.
By myself, nobody is talking to me, nobody is telling me nothing. A lot of times, that
is the way a lot of people feel as though upper management is not keeping them
informed and not telling them anything. Those people end up becoming less engaged
because they don’t feel like they’re a part of the team…I think the biggest thing is that
they don’t feel important anymore. When they don’t feel important, it’s like most of
us. If we don’t feel important, we tend to become bitter. When we become bitter, we in
turn, so to speak, give up. We become the problem employee because nobody is sitting
there to hold your hand because they feel like “I’m out there on an island.” (Steve)
Yeah. If you go with unrealistic expectations, then off it goes with kind of double eyerolling. People have a life, right? We don’t work here 24 hours a day. If we have
leadership that acts that way and expecting that kind of response, it kind of takes away
from people trying to live their lives (Rhonda).
Sometimes it can be a leadership issue. Maybe you like exactly what you’re doing
individually, but if you don’t trust your leadership, you may not feel comfortable
opening up with new ideas. (Eric)
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People just kind of say “You know what, I give up, I’m beat up.” It all depends on
how you manage your managers, and they pretty much just get to the point where they
say “Okay, I’m going to come and give you your eight hours a day, and I’m not going
to step up to that extra measure every day because I’m just worn out, tired, fed up,
uninformed.” In an environment where we can’t compensate them financially, it’s
hard sometimes for management to want to come back every day and beat their head
against the wall for knowing that there is not going to be a little pear at the end of the
stick some days. I think we’re an okay type organization. But still, you want to see that
pat on the back in paychecks sometimes too, and in the environment that we’re in right
now, it’s not happening. I think some managers have become disengaged because of
that….Poor leadership. No accountability. I think targets are less than a stretch to get. I
just think they’re not managed well enough, and they kind of lose touch with the
commitment levels that they need to stay engaged in this environment. (Michael)
[Punitive policies] I think as far as employee disengagement, I can think of a story
right off. We used to have an attendance policy that said you know if you miss a day,
you can go three months and that absenteeism gets taken off your record and
ownership decided to remove that and then also reduce the amount of days that you
could miss work before you got fired. Talk about disengagement. I think half the
workforce missed the first Monday after the rule took effect. So, again that comes
back down to management and leadership. Whether any employees in a company are
engaged or not, it’s how their leaders influence them. (Leo)
Scott expressed his frustration with the management and leadership in his company.
Number one is bad leadership. The number one reason that custodial operations in the
United States are outsourced is not money. It’s bad leadership. They get tired of all the
HR problems, all the workman’s comp, all the people leaving, and all of the
grievances. They get tired of it and say “You know what, we’ll hire this company, and
that will be their problem.”
Bad management and bad leadership - Pay cuts, layoffs, being overworked. In other
words, people are off either on medical or people are off for this and that. You also
cannot hire temporary people. Money gets tight and you can’t buy equipment.
Economic times and rumors as well. Probably one thing that I can say that I’ve seen in
my management career is in all honesty gutless bosses. A consultant did process
management at our school fifteen years ago, and I had lunch with him, and they said
“What do you think this school needs?” and he said “You need to take about four
managers out to that courtyard and shoot them.” He said “You need to get the right
people.”
Scott continued:
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Now I don’t brag about this, but I’ve lived under a code. I was a successful coach, and
I didn’t play the kid because his dad was on the school-board. I played the best players
that I had, and I was very successful. So that has come over to this part of my life, and
I’ve had to get rid of five supervisors. I have gotten rid of a twenty-seven year
employee and a twenty-six year employee. I have no problem with getting rid of
anybody. Part time, full time, student, it doesn’t bother me. The reason why it doesn’t
bother me is that I give you the entire atmosphere to succeed. If you don’t want to
succeed, then this isn’t the job for you. Go out and find something that is better for
you, because you’re not going to be here. So when you say “How many people have
you talked to in your life who says ‘Well, Julie is such a nice boss and she is a good
person, but the problem is Joan never comes to work and she doesn’t get fired. Jenny
is also on the computer half of the day shopping.’” She knows that she has got
problems, but she doesn’t do anything about them, and that cancer just eats the whole
program.
Kevin focused on what happens when employees distrust their upper management.
Distrust in upper management. Just experiencing when upper management makes
decisions based on the craft or the worker in the plant. I’ll just give an example right
now. There was a change in our starting time. They’re there about an hour and a half
later. A lot of employees don’t like it even though that’s just something that’s being
done in the best interest of the business. [This happens] when upper management is
talking out of both sides of their mouth and they can’t be trusted or a first line
supervisor that just doesn’t treat the employees fairly or even with respect, because
respect goes both ways.
Each of these statements reflected frustrations of the participants regarding poor
leadership. They cited poor management practices such as hoarding information,
implementing punitive measures, bad leadership, overworking the employees, and sending
mixed messages from the top.

Poor Supervision

Although all of the interviewees were supervisors themselves, when discussing
examples of internal factors, they often mentioned the supervisory (and management)
practices they had observed (of others) in their organizations:
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Weak or non-existent communication with workers



Not providing direction or providing direction that lacks clarity



Empathy for employees’ concerns that is not genuine or even absent from the work
setting.



Lack of acknowledgment (reward or recognition) of the employee’s performance,
accomplishments, and/or initiative.



Self-absorption or self-importance that interferes with the supervisors relationships
with their direct reports.
[The Importance of Setting Clear Expectations and Consequences] Part of it is poor
supervision on our part. Some of it is people who have situations outside of work that
come into their work. Some of it is that we don’t give them the attention that they
deserve…My job as an employer is to say one of a couple of different things: This is
what I see, and it’s impacting what you’re doing, and that is unacceptable in terms of
our expectations. I then define the expectation at the minimum of what I need to see. If
they are unable to do that, say “Gee, we just aren’t going to be able to make this
work.” I have to know that I or any other supervisor who works with an employee has
done everything they can to help that person get over that hump. (Thomas)
[Self-absorbed managers] obviously it means that the manager is too inwardly
focused. It’s all about them. They’re not aware of what impact maybe the downturn is
having on their employees and are not aware of the rumors that employees are hearing.
They’re just too into themselves and are focused on their own interests…. I guess the
best thing for me to do is speak from experience because I have been that engaged
employee who became disengaged. Why I did become disengaged was because of a
self-absorbed manager who never had time to chat with me about concerns. (Agnes)
[Not taking time to talk with employees about their concerns] This is a manager who
said to me one time “Well you know, if you don’t like the way things are around here,
there’s the door.” So why would I ever take another concern to him? He obviously had
no interest in hearing about them. If I did have ideas for improvement, he wasn’t
supportive of those ideas. He definitely did not [make me] feel valued and appreciated
in group meetings where people were recognized for their efforts. (Agnes)
[Not acknowledging an employee’s contributions] I was often overlooked when I was
contributing at a high level also. So it was sort of all things considered. Also, [there
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was] not a lack of development opportunities, but a lack of advancement opportunities
(career advancement opportunity). The [absence of] appreciation went beyond my
direct supervisor too, and the lack of appreciation or the ideas were asked for. There
was never a thank-you for contributing your idea. I wasn’t expecting it to be
implemented, but at least thank me. You asked for some suggestions, here’s one. More
and more work piled on. I know that’s a reality when organizations have to combine
jobs, especially in a downturn. But there was no thought for how to involve me in
discussing the best approach to now dealing with all of this. So extra work was given
at the same time they were cutting my staff, which is very common. (Agnes)
[Poor handling of, or not adjusting. goals during staff shortages] I think that most of
the time, we’ll worry more about this goal than the people because there’s going be
some times when we may be short staffed. There are people who were still giving you
110% effort, and now because they’re short-staffed and this goal wasn’t what you
wanted that we punish the people, and they say “I’m a bad employee because we
didn’t get this goal today, and we’ve lost sight of the fact that we didn’t have a staff
complement needed to be successful that day.” Now the employee feels like “I went
out of my way to try to pick up the slack for somebody who wasn’t at work.” And in
turn, me picking up the slack, I get ridiculed because this goal wasn’t achieved that
particular day. (Steve)
[My-way-or-nothing attitude] He ended up having this “Manager Syndrome”, which
is what I call it, where "I'm focused in my area, and this is how we’re going to do it."
Instead of getting to know the folks and getting their ideas and thoughts on how things
should work, he dictated some of those thoughts or ideas. There was no recognition,
no conversations with that; this is just the way it’s going to be. He ended up not really
buying into the process because he had this I called “Manager Syndrome” where he
just had to get his way. It also ended up costing him his career. (Charlie)
[Lack of clarity I think some people are disengaged when we don’t do the job we
should, and giving them the acknowledgement, directions, and the clarity that they
need. They then get frustrated with “What’s going on here? They’re changing the
rules.” Well, maybe somebody never clearly articulated the rules to them in the first
place. They may have not clearly interpreted the rules as presented or may have
misinterpreted the implementation of the rules. (Thomas)
The participants held opinions about poor supervisory behaviors and their impact upon
engagement: not setting clear expectations and/or consequences, self-absorption at the
expense of attending to employees’ needs, not taking time to talk with employees, not
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acknowledging employees’ contributions, not adjusting work goals during staff shortages, and
holding a “my way or nothing attitude.”

Changing Work Environment

Supervisors discussed the adjustments that needed to be made in the new environment
and how it was difficult to keep employees engaged because of the rumor mill or media hype.
Yeah, [knowledgeable, senior employees] they’re retiring…We’re having them
perform jobs with less people. You encourage them to keep performing and you listen
to them on how they feel they can perform their tasks faster or more efficiently.
(Susan)
We receive bad information. An example is: when upper management talked about [a
rumor that may or may not happen] instead of the current situation. That night,
everybody was very disengaged. (Kathleen)
Employees’ Feelings
Supervisors discussed how workers’ feelings can affect their engagement. Negative
feelings occur when employees are not feeling appreciated, or the employees do not believe
that their jobs are valued by the company, or they are receiving negative messages (or being
admonished) despite the fact that they are doing their best under difficult circumstances. Ed
listed and discussed many of the feelings that other supervisors also mentioned.
[Not feeling valued] I think people get disengaged if they don’t feel valued (lack of
value) in the company. They don’t feel like what they do is perceived as valuable and
important. That’s the perception they’re given by others, so they don’t get engaged.
It’s like being ignored, not appreciated, and not rewarded. It’s not that I think a lot of
people look for rewards, but it’s nice when it’s unexpected. They get disengaged if
they expect nothing for doing whatever they’re doing. They don’t expect, because they
don’t see it. I think disengagement is due to lack of recognition. Again, it doesn’t have
to be monetarily, but just the fact that “Hey, you’ve done a good job.” Disengagement
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is that people just don’t feel like the people who supervise or manage them value their
work.
[Not feeling that their job is valued] What makes people become disengaged is not
feeling like they’re valued and also not understanding what the real reason is behind
doing the job that they’re supposed to do and how their job adds to the value of the
company.
[Discouragement leads to disengagement] I think that when you don’t keep people
informed on how their job adds value to the company, people get disengaged. I look at
it as an army of one. When my brother was in the army, he would drive supplies to the
front line. The guys who drove the truck depended on the mechanics to fix the truck.
And of course, there are guys on the front line who rely on the guys who bring in the
military supplies by truck. You have to believe that everybody’s job is important and
others dependent on someone else to do their job right. It becomes an army of one
because everybody’s role plays a critical part in making the whole operation
successful, from the person who cleans the floors to the person who buys the building
for those floors.
[Reprimands and recriminations] So why engage me to make decisions when it seems
like if I do make them, and they’re not right, it’s going to have a negative impact
towards me. I’m not being given the opportunity to even learn from my mistakes and
take chances and take risks that would help benefit the company. There is no reward
for taking a risk. That’s the biggest challenge I see in employee engagement that I deal
with in the supervisory division…Supervisors aren’t encouraged to take risks. If they
do take the risk and try to improve something and it doesn’t work out, they’re
reprimanded for not making the results. The reprimand may not be discipline, but
being required to sit on a telecom. It’s having you do more work or having to do more
reports to find out why you did not get the results based on your decisions.
Agnes talked about how lack of opportunity to contribute to decision-making, or
provide input, negatively affected engagement.
I would characterize it as lack of interest and enthusiasm, feeling disconnected and
unappreciated, feeling that there is little to no opportunity for contribution and maybe
feeling that people don’t listen to you. There’s not an opportunity to provide input.
Workers who feel that they are not being valued or that the job they perform has little
worth to the company become disengaged.
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Disengagement is Contagious

In this recessionary environment even those who have been engaged in the past are
becoming disillusioned. Disengagement nurtures more of the same. Supervisors talked about
how birds of a feather flock together and disengaged people thrive on an audience (anyone
who will listen to rants and complaints).
One thing that pops into mind is perhaps if they’re unfortunate to have another person
in the workplace that is not engaged, they tend to find each other it seems like. For
example, at the water cooler, then they start commiserating and talking about how
everything is bad news. So if you have just another disengaged person in the
workplace that could certainly influence them. (Brad)
The other thing is if you have one disengaged person, it can cause others to be that
way through their communication and how they treat people. (Eric)
As we grew in our communication skills, people were able to start to ask questions
about the complaining and say “Well, who did you talk to about this complaint?” or
“Yes, that used to be a complaint a year ago, but that is no longer the case.” When
folks are no longer able to be encouraged or find comrades in their complaining, all of
a sudden you found that they weren’t here anymore. (Mark)
If you’re sitting in a…I work in an office, so I have a cubicle for me. You’re one
person, and the other three are highly disengaged. It’s really hard not to jump over to
being highly disengaged, because you just hear this message all the time. Even if it’s
not your normal way of thinking, it’s really hard not to be like “Yeah, this is really
bad.” So those people in the middle are the masses, and it’s really critical that they
have good leadership and have a good relationship, because they can be swayed by the
people that are actively disengaged on the one end. They can equally be swayed by the
people that are highly engaged. They are influential, and they are the ones who I think
you want to go after. (Jennifer)
It’s almost like I was talking about with employees that just have that “I don’t care.
I’m just going to do enough just to get by.” Disengagement is also with their cohorts.
They might be difficult to work with. They don’t want to work with them, so they’re
disengaged with their fellow workers. (Kevin)
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Supervisors noted that disengagement seems to breed disengagement. They observed
a ripple effect and “misery loves company” result.
The Great Recession was definitely a transformational event (Grunsky et al., 2011) as
evidenced by the adjustments people had to make during this time – both externally and
internally to the workplace. Times were changing and that meant people and environments
were forced to deal with those changes. Externally, people experienced increased personal
problems. The media and/or public opinion were not kind to organizations forced to make
adjustments (like downsizing operations). Internally, the business changes (1) created gaps
in expectations, (2) caused workers to vie for jobs that were few and far between, and (3)
miscommunication, or the lack of any communication, left workers feeling overworked and
undervalued. Discouragement led to disengagement. Disengagement proved to be
contagious.

Summary
Many factors beyond the supervisor/employee relationship can affect an employee’s
engagement. Study participants identified four factors outside of their businesses: the poor
economy and its effect on employee finances, upward mobility and career paths; personal
and/or family problems the employee may be experiencing; the personal and cultural values
held by the employee; and his/her interests beyond the job. The participants identified factors
within their respective businesses that negatively affect employee engagement: Poor
leadership (at executive and managerial levels); poor supervisory practices (among their
supervisor peers); the volatile, changing work environment, which brings changes in
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expectations throughout the company; and employees’ feelings (about themselves, their peers,
their managers, their workloads, etc.). They also noted that disengagement (like many
diseases) can be highly contagious.
Chapter 8 will address strategies the participants use as supervisors to ignite,
encourage and sustain engagement among their workforces.

CHAPTER 8
SUPERVISORS’ STRATEGIES FOR ENGAGING EMPLOYEES

This chapter describes strategies that the study participants used and believed to be
effective ways to engage employees, reengage employees, and keep them engaged. Often, the
participant discussed a personal philosophy that was guiding the strategy decisions; the
philosophy that surfaced most often was servant leadership. By supporting and serving the
needs of their work groups, they created and sustained high-trust relationships with their
direct reports.
Strategies Reflect Personal Philosophies

The strategies supervisors use are guided by their philosophies about management and
supervision. Many interviewees made direct connections between their philosophies and
strategies, citing for example: Servant Leadership, Emotional Intelligence, Leading by
Example, Management by Walking Around, Transformational Leadership, and Change
Management.

Emotional Intelligence

Take Leo, for example. He supervises in a private logistics and manufacturing
company. Leo is striving to remain engaged in a failing company. He has been pursuing a
MBA degree and working to obtain certification for his company from the International
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Standards Organization (ISO). Leo has been in management for 15 years, but only the last
two with his current company. He discussed strategies that he has based on emotional
intelligence (EI). Leo stated that in tough economic times, “we need to use emotional
intelligence” when dealing with people (employees, bosses, customers). He continued, saying
that “one really must know how to talk with people, especially when there is a lot of negative
going on.” When asked to define emotional intelligence, Leo said, “knowing who you are
dealing with and how you can and cannot talk with them.”
Leo’s comments remind me of a quote from Aristotle; to paraphrase his challenge:
Anyone can become angry – that is easy. But to be angry with the right person, to the right
degree, at the right time, for the right purpose, and in the right way – that is not easy.

Servant Leadership

Many interviewees talked about the importance of being a caring manager in difficult
times. Charlie referred directly to Servant Leadership. Charlie’s knowledge came from years
of experience and some of his tried and true methods. He believed his role was to be a
servant manager to his employees. He observed that his employees were most engaged when
he was present and available and working right alongside of them. Being present, he was
more likely to discover the needs of his employees and be responsive to those needs. For
example, if the line needed a certain piece of equipment or a tool, he quickly procured it for
his workers to help make them successful.
Many supervisors reported that their company’s leadership stressed the importance of
employee engagement, but in most cases did not provide a vision of what employee engagement
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should look like. The supervisors also talked about living through a changing company, and the
need to adapt and improve processes within their work units to accommodate the changing
environment. From the interviewees’ comments, it seemed that the company leadership was not
managing the organizational changes or at least not managing them well. Miles (2001) asserts
that developing a vision for the future helps facilitate organizational change and transformation.
Most of those interviewed did not believe their companies had provided them with a
clear vision, one that they, in turn, could relay to their direct reports. “A vision must be
compelling, inspiring, and empowering” (Bennis, 1989, p. 155). “A good vision should not
be based on egocentric ambition' (many tyrants possess a vision); rather it incorporates a
value system that protects and promotes organizational integrity, while encouraging learning
and adaptation” (Rowsell & Berry, 1993, p. 22). Senge (1994) discusses the importance of
servant leadership in a learning organization and stipulated that a shared vision is vital for
establishing and maintaining a learning organization and crucial to the servant leadership
model.
Servant leadership is a relationship-based approach to leadership. Its central concept is
that effective leadership occurs when leaders and followers are able to develop mature
relationships (partnerships), and thus gain access to the many benefits such relationships
bring.
Goleman believes that it does not take a high IQ to be emotionally intelligent; rather, it
takes self-awareness, self-discipline, and empathy – because these factors add up to an
alternative way of being smart in the workplace and in life. Goleman also believes that EI can
be developed and nurtured throughout life’s journey.
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During difficult economic times Leo created an environment for engagement through
management visibility and accessibility. He believed that visibility and accessibility created a
“we are all in this together atmosphere.” He saw his role as getting to know each of his
employees and how to talk with them. He felt the most important thing a manager could do is
to listen to his employees. Doing so helped him empower and involve the employees in the
operation.

Strategies to Keep Employees Engaged

Figure 15 illustrates the varied ways supervisors approached the financial challenges
faced by their companies. Each strategy was cited as a way to keep employees engaged
during the economic downturn. Several of the strategies overlapped each other as the
interviewees offered examples of how they implemented them.

Adjust priorities
& expectations

Adopt a new
Business Model

Strategies
used by
Supervisors
in a
Downturn

Do More with
Less

Few or Small
Rewards,
More Recognition

Focus on
Process
Improvement

Be Positive

Increase
Communication
Make Work Fun

Figure 15. Supervisors’ Strategies for Engaging Employees.

Involve Employees
in Strategy
Meetings
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Increasing communication was a common thread or overarching concept that was
present in each emergent theme. It included several components:


Frequency. Communicating more often, frequently enough so the rumor mill does not
infect the workers.



Transparency. Explaining why company leaders are making the decisions they are
making; explaining why an employee’s suggestion may or may not be implemented.



Non-verbal. One example is tone. Using a positive tone, especially when the message
is bad news.



Ensuring two-way communication. Inviting the receivers of the message to ask
questions; conduct strategic meetings with employees about how to best adjust
priorities and expectations, or approaches to lay-offs, or eliminating non-value-added
activities.

These topics will be addressed in Chapter 10, The Importance of Communication.

Doing More with Less

Faced with downsized workforces, supervisors had little choice but to make changes.
They quickly learned that fewer people could not carry the same workload, not without
seriously overloading their employees. Supervisors chose among three strategies: (1)
Adjusting priorities and expectations; (2) focusing on process improvements; and (3) doing
more with less.
Examples of adjusting priorities included the frequency of issuing reports and
scheduling procedures with more time between steps or phases (e.g., how often floors got
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cleaned). Process improvement most often included looking for and eliminating non-value
added activities or eliminating activities that would not affect the quality of a product or
service. Doing more with less did not involve temporarily overloading some employees, but
rather involving the employees in finding efficiencies in the work flow.
Agnes cited the importance of involving the employees in the changes, getting their
ideas, making them aware of possible waste or inefficiencies. She believed in being honest
with her employees, being respectful of the knowledge about where to find efficiencies or
reduce costs. She suggests a multi-pronged approach:
[that] involves employees by looking for ways to implement change and to involve
them in recognizing where there’s waste, where there are inefficiencies, and where
costs could perhaps be cut. You need to be very transparent in your communication
and make sure they know what’s going on so they don’t just hear it from somewhere
else and they don’t hear rumors. Tell it like it is and don’t sugar-coat anything. Be
honest. Be creative in looking for ways that you can still show appreciation and still
provide development opportunities. Some of these are probably more tactical than
strategic, but if you can somehow swing it, take everybody off sight for a half day to
do these things and talk about your department (budget and time permitting). All
things considered, but get them away from the day-to-day grind and worry. Help them
to continue to work towards their dreams and goals.
Rhonda is the single point of interface with her employees. She is part of a large
manufacturing company that is adjusting its business priorities. She talked about the need
during layoffs to adjust goals, expectations and workload to her downsized workforce.
Rhonda stated that she had to
maintain the confidence that we’re doing the right thing to ensure that the company is
successful. The other part of keeping engagement during those times when you’re
taking these layoffs, you need to adjust the expectation. So if you start somebody with
taking five or six weeks off in a year, that’s going to have an impact on what their
deliverables are. You need to go back and explain “You’re going to be gone this
week.” Adjust goals; also look at coverage if somebody is not here this week. Make
sure you’ve got a plan of who is going to cover it that week. Make sure the people are
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trained. If you can make that layoff process go smoothly, that kind of helps build
engagement. I think the other thing is also to show, on a personal level, that you
understand the sacrifice that people are making. Explain why we are going through
this, and “the alternatives could be worse” kind of situation. The way we kind of
looked at it in 2009 was we are all kind of seeking a little chunk off rather than
somebody losing their job entirely.
While adjusting to new procedures (rotation of forklift drivers to another department)
Charlie handled the situation this way. He did not mandate, but shared the problem, giving the
employees a chance for input. The group took ownership and the work was accomplished.
The way that we ended up shaking that out was we got the whole group of forklift
operators together and said we have a dilemma and we need your thoughts on this
dilemma. For a while, this other department needs us to send some people down there
from time to time A lot of times when the shipping is full, you guys are caught up, So
you guys have a little extra time and flexibility. You guys can go down and help out
shipping. You can do this on a rotating basis, so one person does not get that whole
work put on them, so it would work in a rotation. When they started to put together the
rotation and thought it was fair, everybody was fine. The forklift operators would go
where they were needed. The next thing you know, next time it’s your turn to go.
Everybody then followed along with that, and it worked out really smooth. They need
that upfront communication.
Jennifer talked about an adjustment in frequency, because the staffing complement
was smaller than it had been in the past. She also reminded her employees to use their people
skills during this transition period.
Now, things are getting cut, and how do I make sure that the environment and
such…because people are worried about their jobs. It just kind of goes back to making
sure that we are adding value every step of the way. Make sure that we’re being
respectful of other’s time, because we would work a lot with all the other engineers.
We’re not asking them to do things since their group has been cut. Just keep talking to
them, and if it’s something we did weekly and now there is not as many people, we
need to go to every other week.
Daryl talked about fine tuning the operation during difficult economic times and says,
“So there are benefits really on some kind of a downturn. You start to relearn your business.”
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He talks about looking at all of the processes in place and studying to see if there is truly a
need for each step. Daryl said, “In other words, you can improve on some of the processes
during this period of time, because you’ve had to reduce the waste, the abuse, and a thousand
different ways of being economical or economic improvements through the process of
improvement.” He began by stating where he looked to make improvements.
As a manager, you obviously have to reschedule a lot of things. Inventories have to be
adjusted. Supervisors have to be reassigned. Employees have to be reassigned. Hours
have to be reassigned or rescheduled. So there are a lot of things that have to take
place during that period of time, and there is always an adjustment through that. Either
condition is such that whatever the economic condition is at the time, you have to
float. You have to be very perceptive as to what the conditions are or what they are
going to be without jeopardizing or gambling too much with somebody else’s money.
It’s a real juggling act to tell you the truth.
Attempting to be proactive instead of reactive, Jennifer saw that changes were in the
future. She wanted her unit to be indispensable, so Jennifer asked her employees to scrutinize
their jobs to find added value to the company. Her unit did a self-audit before times became
really tough; the employees seemed to enjoy the task.
This is all before it gets tough. I was talking about when I had everybody look at what
they’re doing, where they spend their day, if they think something is non-value, and
it’s basically one of those stupid things where you’re like “Why am I doing this?
Nobody cares.” I said “Let’s talk about it, and let’s stop doing it because I want to
make you available for two more hours so you can do something else so that we can
take on more work.” We did that, and it was kind of fun.
Some of the things were silly little things. But some of the things were big, where we
were really copying what some other group was doing, and it was just kind of crazy. I
really made sure that my management knew what we were doing to get more and more
efficient. We took on more and more projects.
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This task positioned Jennifer’s unit to understand their processes and be open to
change. It inspired team ownership and created a more positive way to handle a potentially
tenuous relationship/atmosphere.
We were in a really good mode of being open to change, and changing it. It’s really
kind of hard with them in having consistent processes. But then on the same hand, I’m
okay with changing the process, but just don’t change it on a whim, you know, kind of
make the conscious decision that we’re going to go from every week to every other
week. They do it, and I’d just be “Oh, we’re going to do it this week and not next
week.”
Just keep talking to the people. I think that was the big thing. I have found that nothing
is more frustrating than when you sit there (especially this company). We’re big and
we have a lot of managers. You’ll have managers that I think are at a decent level and
making a decent amount of money. They’ll be like “Well I don’t know what
management wants to do.” And I think that’s ridiculous. If you take ownership for the
group [that will enable a positive outcome].
I would say it is being a good steward of the company. You want to look out for your
people and make sure they’re adding value, but also need to know “Hey, we’re all here
because we need to make money.” So it’s kind of combining those two. I’ll use the
example before about the non-value- added work. If I really didn’t think that we were
adding value, it would have been my job to say “We need to go down by one, two,
three people.” It’s difficult when you get the relationship with the people because then,
you’re like…you have a relationship with them, but it’s that other side of knowing that
there is money, and we’re here to make money. I think that’s the role that you have to
play on both sides of it.

Rewards, Recognition, and Having Fun

The economic downturn forced most businesses to give fewer or smaller rewards.
Among the realities the interviewees faced were elimination of raises/bonuses, smaller and/or
less frequent raises/bonuses, elimination of tuition reimbursement programs, employees being
required to pay for parts of their benefits, and other decisions (lay-offs) that negatively
affected employees’ income. Supervisors were forced to find other motivators for their direct
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reports. Most relied on increasing recognition (types of, frequency of). A few supervisors
believed that these realities made it more important that people have fun at work – they often
dipped into their own pockets to provide opportunities for their work groups to have some
fun.
When describing ways that they recognized their employees, supervisors clearly had
to know their employees’ interests and personalities. Selecting a suitable way to recognize a
person, and when and where, and about what, demonstrated the respect the supervisors had
for their direct reports. The choices ranged from a simple thank you for a job well done made
during a private conversation to buying pizza so the group could celebrate meeting a
challenging goal.
Most interviewees believed that recognition should be done publically, whenever
possible. However, they also believed that a good supervisor would know an employee’s
preferences for public or private recognition.

Saying Thank You

Agnes believed that appreciation should be expressed continuously, regularly, and
consistently. It’s not about big budgets; it’s about saying “Thank you.”
The smallest gesture can make a huge difference. It can be as simple as saying thankyou. I managed the student activities department and made the point at the end of
every day, or whenever an employee was leaving for the day (because I had part time
and fulltime), to thank them. “Thank you. Thank you for all the things you did today.”
If there was something very specific that I wanted to thank them for, then I did it
immediately, or I mentioned that specific thing. But maybe it was just “Thank you for
all your hard work today. I appreciate it, and I know our customers appreciate it.”
Those are the little things that are in the moment, that are continuous, regular, and
consistent. I would usually take them out at Christmastime. We would get away from
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the office and just have our own little gathering and do our own little gift exchange.
We didn’t have any big budgets. It’s really not about having a budget to be able to
show appreciation. It’s just small gestures. It’s recognizing somebody and going
“Wow!” My office was in one room, but the door was always open to where my front
office staff sat. If I heard them really handle something very well, I made it a point to
get up, go out there, and go “Wow, you really did a great job of smoothing that
person’s ruffled feathers. I really liked what you said.” Or if they did something for me
personally, like reminding me that I was going to be late for a meeting, they went
above and beyond. I always recognized when they went above and beyond, but it’s
important to recognize just everyday work too, like saying thank you.
Bonnie believed it was her job to be aware of the entire operation. She engaged
employees by both holding them accountable for doing the job to which they were assigned
and recognizing them with a thank you when the job was well done.
I consider myself a major component of the job. There are people who are looking for
guidance. There are people who say “Is the work I’m doing well done or not?” I
always tell them thank-you for your job today. Thank-you for coming to work. You’ve
got to make sure they know that you’re engaging with your employees. Let them know
that they’re doing a good job and let them know when they’re slacking off. They want
to see what you’re going to do with that. But overall, communication is the main part
of everything.

Know Who Deserves Recognition

Thomas has a unique position in his community and organization; his agency is
dedicated to promoting the efficiency and effectiveness of governmental operations by the
application of sound human resource management practices and by utilizing creativity and
available resources to anticipate the needs of those they serve. He strives to put himself in a
position where he is aware of who may be deserving of recognition.
[On creating an environment that fosters engagement] I will talk about it on two
different levels. I think of it formally and informally. There are formal things I have
scheduled. Meetings with groups where most of the time, I just go and listen. I want to
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hear what is going on. This gives people an opportunity to go “Did you know?” or to
show off. Part of my job is to go “Nice job.” It’s recognition. The informal things are
when I go to gatherings that I get invited to, and it’s more casual. I will invite myself
to a meeting if people have done extremely well or if they are struggling. I try to go as
many times as when they’re doing well. Otherwise, it’s like “Oh my god. Here comes
Thomas and that means trouble.”

Offer Development Opportunities

Agnes finds ways to thank her employees by fashioning developmental assignments.
The jobs are fewer in her environment and the money is tight. By recalling what she had
learned at conferences, she was resourceful and used her imagination to craft assignments
closer to home.
You get to know their strengths and challenges. You still offer development
opportunities. You may just have to get creative with what that means. Without a
budget, there are hundreds of things you can do. You just have to focus on that instead
of…I mean, you can't send them to a conference anymore or provide a tuition
reimbursement, but there are still development opportunities. That can include helping
me figure out how to cut costs in our department right now. That’s a development
opportunity. That’s an engagement opportunity.

Celebrate Successes

Kathleen supervises 56 employees. She has been in supervision for 10 years and with
the company for 14. She has witnessed a change in the recognition program at her facility.
She explained how she has tried to overcome the lack of funding for showing appreciation.
She wanted to continue celebrating the success of an exceptionally high production day.
Well, my employer doesn’t provide anything anymore. But if I see somebody or a
work group doing good work, I will personally pay out of my own pocket for
something like a pizza on a certain day, make cookies, or do something in that line.
Unfortunately, I can’t afford too much because I do have a family of my own. But I do
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what I can….If they’re doing a really good job, I will buy pizza. But like I said earlier,
the company can’t provide it, so it would come out of my pocket. So that is how the
economic times have affected an incentive slow down at work, because they used to
get dinners, gift cards, t-shirts, and all that. They used to do dinner around Christmas,
but now they can’t afford it. These are not provided anymore.
Patty supervises 25 people in a non-profit organization. She encourages her staff to
celebrate one another’s birthdays and have fun. Patty likes to be creative with small jokes of
the day and generate a positive atmosphere.
Sometimes when I would make up the schedule, I would put little funny things on the
schedule, such as little jokes on that day or something, or for somebody’s birthday. We
do have a thing in the back where we have everybody’s birthday listed. It’s in the
office, but it’s a strip, and it has January. It has everybody’s name on there if you want
to send another employee a birthday card at that time. It’s a very positive place to
work.

Focus on the Positive During Changing Times

The supervisors seemed to understand that employees often adopt the attitudes and
behaviors of their bosses (direct supervisor, middle managers and leaders). Participants
believed that it was up to them, as supervisors, to set the tone in the workplace; a first step in
engaging employees is cultivating a positive, supportive environment.

Role Model the Positive

Zach talked about modeling the behaviors that he wanted his employees to adopt. He
understood the negative environment of a bad financial market, yet he tried to put a positive
slant on the workplace.
Yes. A lot of our income is derived based on...the market. For example, back in 2008,
the market dropped 30-40%, so our incomes went down along with that. That created a
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lot of stress and anxiety, because our office staff understands that our income is based
on some of the successes of the market and the way we invest and manage peoples’
money. During times like that, if our office staff sees the bosses or the managers
stressed out, they in turn will start to internalize that in themselves. For example, back
at that time, I would bring doughnuts or some healthy treats (fruit) into the office to
help bolster a positive attitude, and not come in there and bring my personal issues, or
if there was something going on in my life that the economy may have created. I don’t
bring that into the office and show and tell them out. By example, I try to leave my
personal things outside and just deal with office things inside the office. The smile
helps a lot too. I tried to smile a lot even though it was difficult. It is difficult when the
economy is down.
Jim had another perspective of being a role model: “Be a happy role model. Try to stay
upbeat, even though I may be losing my career in the process. I still want to make sure that I
take care of my people on the way out.”

A Positive Slant to Real Issues
Steve is a supervisor who understands the seriousness of the “real life” situation, but
he chooses to motivate his employees by positive teamwork coaching.
We know that we’re in difficult times. But it’s how we communicate to keep
employees in the loop that will soften that, so to speak. If you tell the employees that
we’re losing money and times are hard...[but, you want to stress that it’s] even more
important to keep customers, to keep business, and to keep service up, then you have
to engage. Let employees know the expectations. Let them know the reality of what’s
going on. But letting them know collectively and together, “if we get the job done,
then we can survive.” The company will then survive.

An Unusual Positive Perspective

Brad is a doctor who also functioned as office manager, talked with his employees; he
held a dialogue with them concerning the reality of the situation. He let them know that
although these were stressful times, stress was a symptom that kept the business profitable.
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Just try to make sure that the staff knows that good times and bad times come and go.
Again, stay focused on our primary mission. There’s always going to be a need for
what we have to offer here. A lot of times, it’s my contention that tough economic
times, if you really want to think about it, create more stress for folks. And stress is
one of the things that what we do here helps. So, there’s always going to be a need [for
us]. Sometimes, things are even better, if you run the office when there is a stressful
environment economically out there.

Keeping a Positive Attitude

Zach focused on keeping a positive attitude, and offered two of examples of how that
translates into a workplace strategy.
We try to just keep those [goals] in the back of our mind, and keep moving forward in
trying to accomplish those. If that means we need to become more active and proactive
with what we’re doing, then that’s what it takes. A lot of times, it’ll take everybody.
It’s not just one person that’s going to do it. I try to build everybody up to get them
motivated and to always try to see the positive and not look at the negatives. A lot of
times, we’ll just shut the news off, because that is typically what the news always says.
There is always bad news. We try to find a good in that and try to focus on the good
part.
One strategy is to maintain a positive attitude. In doing so, I’ll bring in something
special in the morning as far as a treat (whether it’s fruit or doughnuts). Also,
sometimes around lunch, where lunch break is lunch break, you just try to lighten up.
We try to put some humorous things [in the conversation] and maybe tell some stories.
We’ll try not to bring in any personal issues or problems into the workplace. A lot of
people like talking about it because misery does love company, but I think there is a
common understanding that you just don’t do that. It’s not something that’s going to
help.

Dealing with Change

Many supervisors felt that change had been thrust upon them. (Changing may not
have been their preferred strategy). Steve says,” the plan changes every day, because people
change every day.” The workforce is in flux and it is difficult to keep track of the changing
personnel. Still, faced with the need to change, they offered several approaches.
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Adopting a New Business Model

Diane who works for a large manufacturing firm talked with her employees and the
discussion resulted in a new business model for their unit.
Since we provide product support, it was easy for them to see if the economy was
down. But we make replacement parts, and so, it might be a case where the customer
isn’t going to buy a new machine. Instead, they are going to rebuild an old one, and
even though the economy is down, the customer shifts from buying one kind of big
expensive product to repairing the old product, and it is the repair parts that my group
supports. So I think they saw that there is not much that we can do about the US
banking system, or the world economy, or even influencing customers to buy more
machines or engines. However, we see that they might still have to repair something,
and if we provide that excellent support, we can get them to purchase our parts.
Using Employees’ Expertise

Agnes involved her direct reports in identifying where waste and ineffectiveness might
be occurring in the group’s procedures. She cautioned that a supervisor cannot ignore how
the employees are feeling in the midst of change and uncertainty.
Again, the employee doing the work probably recognizes where there’s waste and
where there’s ineffectiveness. They could advise you on those things and/or come up
with new approaches that would save time and save money. I think that in that
downturn, I would do everything I was doing before (everything I’ve already
mentioned), but I would focus the employee on helping to identify where we can cut
costs, get rid of waste, and deal with ineffectiveness. The other thing I would say that
would help engagement in those circumstances is don’t ignore the reality of how
they’re feeling. Acknowledge that they’re feeling scared and that they’re fearful for
the future and the uncertainty that they’re feeling. You have to acknowledge those
things. You can’t walk out and go “Come on troops. Let’s rally.” Yes, you want to be
positive, but it may come across as fake and phony when they know that ten people in
the next department are getting laid off tomorrow, and who’s next? You have to be
very open and honest in your communication and keep them informed. You have to be
transparent and acknowledge the uncertainty and fearfulness that they may be feeling.
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At some point in their interviews, all of the supervisors mentioned dealing with
employees’ feelings. They were well-aware of how emotions can affect and be affected by
organizational changes, especially those experienced during the economic downturn. Figure
16 depicts how emotions play a part in the change cycle.

Figure 16. The Emotional Aspects of the Change Cycle (Fisher, 2012). Used with permission.

The transition curve (a cycle of change for both people and businesses) is similar
(initially) to the cycle one goes through following a loss (death). An employee may
experience shock, denial, awareness, acceptance, experimentation, search, and integration.
When managing change, the supervisor must balance the organizational needs with the
people’s needs.
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Summary

This chapter discussed the strategies used by supervisors during a down economy to
ignite, encourage, and sustain employee engagement within their work groups. Participants
provided examples of how they: Do more with less; provide rewards and recognition in spite
of restricted budgets; encourage employees to have fun; focus on the positive, especially
when changes are occurring; and deal with the changes their direct reports are experiencing.
Chapter 9 will present findings relative to corporate-level engagement initiatives, which
provide the context that either fosters and supports, or represses and inhibits, workforce
engagement.

CHAPTER 9
ENGAGEMENT AT THE COMPANY LEVEL

Discussion thus far has focused on the micro level of the organization. Engagement
from the corporate or macro level includes the mission, vision, and core objectives of the
company. It also includes human resource policies and procedures and the organizational
practices for onboarding (hiring and orienting employees), managerial and employee training,
career planning and advancement, and exit interviews. Macro-level engagement provides the
context in which an engaged workforce can develop and flourish.
Shuck and Wollard (2008) discuss the conditions for encouraging corporate
engagement:
Encouraging this level of employee engagement requires clarity of mission, corporate
values and ethics, transparency in all aspects of the business, and an organizational
belief that the work being accomplished meets a higher purpose. HRD practitioners
can facilitate understanding and encourage the heart of the organization. We believe
that most organizations contribute to the betterment of society in some way. The
opportunity here is to capture the importance of the mission and personalize it to the
contribution of each employee. (p. 51)
Engagement is traditionally viewed from the corporate perspective (e.g., customer
service, overall production, employee retention). An example of productivity growth as it
related to engagement scores was documented by the Gallup Organization). See Figure 17.
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Used with permission of the Gallup Organization.

Figure 17. Study Results of Corporate-Level Engagement.

The study was conducted at New Century Financial Corporation, one of the nation’s
leading specialty mortgage lenders. Executives tracked the revenue generated by account
executives and loan officers across various divisions. Tritch described the study results:
Account executives in the wholesale division who were "actively disengaged" –
workers who are physically present on the job but psychologically absent – produced
28% less revenue than their colleagues who were engaged, while those defined as "not
engaged," that is, productive but not psychologically committed to their jobs,
generated 23% less revenue than their engaged counterparts. Engaged employees were
also superior performers in New Century’s other divisions. (cited in Tritch, 2003)
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Several authors have written about engagement for the good of the company, and
corporations have followed their lead to apply engagement strategies; however, unless
employees buy into it, engagement falters. Robinson et al. (2004) identified key behaviors
that were found in employee engagement:
The behaviors included belief in the organization, desire to work to make things better,
understanding of the business context and the ‘bigger picture’, being respectful of and
helpful to colleagues, willingness to ‘go the extra mile’ and keeping up to date with
developments in the field. (p. ix)
Robinson et al. (2004) also identified key indicators at a company-level that were
found when employees exhibited engaged behaviors: “a focus on employee development, a
commitment to employee wellbeing and clear, accessible human resources policies and
practices to which senior managers are committed.” (p. 24)
From the interviewees’ perspectives, company-level engagement includes policies;
strategies; company-wide, top-down support for employee engagement; culture; information
sharing; mission and vision; organizational structure; and measuring engagement from the
corporate perspective.
Chapter 10 will address how communication affects employee engagement programs
and projects at the corporate level: Mission and vision, company-level employee
engagement, and information sharing. Chapter 10 will also address the need for accessibility
by the workers (employees) to company managers and executives, and the following bullet
points will be discussed:


Corporate structure and engagement



Corporate business realities in a downturn economy
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Company culture (as expressed by supervisors working within company-wide
engagement initiatives versus a lack of such initiatives) and how culture positively or
negatively affects engagement.



Measurement of employee engagement.

Corporate Structure and Engagement

Most of the following comments pertain to how the structure of the organization
affects the engagement process. Mainly, the supervisors discussed differences between
organizations with multiple hierarchy levels versus flatter company structures.
Melvin works for a not-for profit organization in the state of Illinois. He holds a
Master’s Degree and has studied many management styles. He believes that within his
company’s structure, participative management is the best style to influence change. He also
talks about the structure of his support system throughout the state.
I think whether it’s the car dealership or [our Organization]; it’s the same management
approach. When I was young and building the pyramids, I thought that there had to be
better ways than the bureaucratic form of organization. I studied all of the
management styles and read a lot of the books and everything, and it ends up being
that you can modify things a little bit, but you really can’t change them. However,
trying to be participative as possible does seem to be the most effective way to manage
an organization.
Our larger organization is the state of Illinois. I have a second home up there in
Springfield. I’m on the board of our state association of facilities like ours. So I get to
know the members of that organization, so opportunity with the association for
individual development in Aurora, in Chicago, all of those cornerstones including
Joliet and places down here. You get to know your colleagues in the field, too. That is
a source of support for me as I am working in that other climate.

188
Ed works for a large company that has a structure with many layers of management. The
company believes they are working on flattening the organization, but Ed believes their effort
has been unsuccessful.
The problem with the company that I work for is that we haven’t really seen the
flattening; we’ve just seen that the levels are still there. There are just fewer people in
the levels. We still have the same hierarchy, and seems like you still have the same
levels, but there are hoops that you have to jump through.
Susan works for a large company that has experienced considerable downsizing. She
explained that attrition was taking a toll on the experience level of management. “There are
fewer supervisors. They actually have openings for supervisors, which they need more of.
Employees are retiring, and they are bringing in less experienced employees.” One of the
risks of flattening an organization via attrition is the loss of experienced workers.
Mark has continually worked to flatten his organization. Mark believes his
employees will take more accountability and operate as a team. His premise is that by the
elimination of layers, employees will not be as concerned with the internal structure and focus
more on the customer. He talked extensively about the organization’s journey. Here are a
few highlights from his interview.
We are a very high information and flat organization. In the last three years, very
specifically, we have stepped out of a traditional hierarchy and moved into a very flat
organization. That helps facilitate the health of the organization – when people
understand that you’re not trying to climb a ladder or you’re not just trying to please
the boss above you, but realizing that we’re all in this together and our co-workers are
just as important as our external customers in delivering the product that we deliver.
It’s not an event. Many times when we refer to what we’re doing now it’s as a journey.
We’ve transitioned our organization to a very flat culture.
In a flat culture, some employees would be frustrated at the lack of a corporate ladder
to climb.
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We have a leadership team. That would be where they would move to. It would be a
director over a business unit that would be developed there. At that level, it really
becomes more about “How do you begin to help facilitate the things necessary to run a
business under a business, and develop that arena?…There is a freedom within the
structure of the organization to be able to figure out “Are there some ideas and some
other opportunities for us to serve our customers, or serve a new customer base with
the knowledge that has been developed and is within the company.”
This section discussed the relationship between organization structure and
engagement. Organizational structures ranged from hierarchical to a flat organization and the
various levels in between. Fewer levels of hierarchy may make it easier for employees to
have a trust relationship with their immediate supervisor and feel the presence of the next
level of management, which should positively support the engagement process.

Corporate Business Realities in a Downturn Economy

Melvin explained that his company had better job retention during a downturn:
With a natural process, you have the definite disadvantage of salary inequality because
you’re working the rates that are given to you. On the other hand, you don’t have the
prospects of losing your job totally, because governmentally-funded things do have a
way of surviving a downturn. However, they don’t benefit as much by an upturn.
Steve’s sense of business realities was about returning to the mission (service to the
company) and communicating those expectations to the employees.
I think that the expectation and aspiration is going back to service. When I talk about
the scanning and providing service, you’re given that expectation as to what creates
the customer experience to keep having the customer come back. Like I tell people, if
we don’t give the service and communicate to the employee, they will [not]
communicate and give that to the customer. We will then at some point ultimately
become extinct. Most people think “Yeah, we’re this company. We’re going to be here
forever.” But there’s no guarantee if we don’t provide the service that the people want.
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Pete talked about reorganization in different types of industries and sees his company
as doing well despite a growth slowdown.
I’ve seen that [reorganization] every day. You have got banks, and the banking
industry is completely reorganizing right now and becoming more efficient. Health
care will become more efficient, and will consolidate completely in 2014. I would say
that our industry, compared to those, is relatively stable. You might even say that it is
growing.
Thomas discussed working for a not-for-profit organization funded primarily by
government grants. The reality for that company is that the downturn had little impact on
business, with the possible exception of gaining more clientele.
The organization doesn’t necessarily characterize itself as a social service agency. We
purposely characterize ourselves as a business. We provide a product, and we get paid
for that product. It should be provided with a certain level of quality and
responsiveness to the consumers who come in our door. The primary difference is
most of the people, who show up at our door, do not have the ability to pay for it, and
we are able to obtain funding that supports that service. That is the only difference in
us and some for-profit that does HR or PR kind of work or something like that.
Mark has supervised employees for more than sixteen years. During that period of
time his company lowered their rates to retain customers and customer satisfaction.
We have actually had to lower our rates for some customers. For them to be able to
seem to understand that not only is the world changing from your personal life where
you go to the grocery store and gas pump and things cost more, it is no different in the
business arena in the sense that we’re having customers come back to us and tell us
“Here’s the rate that we will now pay, and it’s $5 or $10 less than it was before.”
Justin (who worked for a large manufacturing company for the past thirty-two years),
was amazed by the chain of events. Formerly, people would obtain a job working for dealers
and suppliers and to get to know a segment of the business, and then gained entry into the
larger manufacturing company. Now, there is a new reality.
At [our Company], I never in my life thought I would see the day that we had welders
that quit [our Company] and go to work for our dealers and suppliers because they can
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make more money and have better benefits. There’s something in there that says
“Let’s talk about that engagement issue again.” They are leaving because they are
getting better benefits. Doesn’t that tell you something? That’s just the way it is.
Jennifer talks about the reality of a convoluted message, which is not only a
communications concern, but also a business reality in times when clarity of messages is so
important.
I think when you’ve got a really big company, what you’ve got sometimes… “That
person is so high, there are ten layers in between,” and that message gets really mixed
by the time it gets down to the masses… Very much diluted. Sometimes, it doesn’t
even get there at all.
When discussing the business realities they have experienced, the supervisors
mentioned the effect of a down economy on job retention (in their companies and industries);
the need to return to the company’s core mission when making decisions and setting
expectations for employees; and how the downturn effected non-profit organizations.
Supervisors had mixed opinions about reorganization: some believed that it helped, and others
disagreed. Some supervisors experienced budget cuts or lowing prices to retain customers
(which meant narrowing profit margins). One manager related his surprise at the down
economy’s effect on employee and job retention in his industry. One manager’s comments
emphasized the issue of communication, and how important it is that company communiques
be clear and direct to the employees.

Company Culture

Some supervisors worked within a culture that included company-wide engagement
initiatives. Others worked in cultures that did not have such initiatives. Culture included
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comments about codes of conduct, corporate/company values, Christian values, and trust. The
engagement initiatives ranged from employee surveys, upward feedback systems, meeting
with employees on results, to coaching for improved supervisor performance.
Eric revealed his company’s code of conduct and talked about integrity, commitment,
excellence, and teamwork.
We have a code of conduct. Basically, there are four key areas. We use Ice-T for
everything. (We like to have acronyms.) In Ice-T we’re looking for integrity,
commitment, excellence and teamwork. Basically, I don’t want people meeting
objectives and kind of going against those four key elements. I don’t want them
obviously breaking any laws, but I don’t want them destroying the team as well.
I can give you an example. I had one of my team members make some comment to
another team member. You know kind of implying “Oh, you’re my secretary. You can
go get my cup of coffee for me.” Well, that’s not going to support team work. So even
if he met all of those objectives that I gave him, I couldn’t just say “Oh, that’s great,
you met your goals,” because you didn’t meet the goal of conduct. You violated that.
So it’s meeting the goals, but making sure we aren’t disrespectful to people and we
don’t do things that might look like any kind of bribes or anything. I’m in purchasing
so we work with suppliers so we don’t want any kind of vision of preferred treatment
for a supplier or things like that.
Charlie described many aspects of how his company encourages engagement.
Apparently, the company has provided in-depth training for its supervisors/managers on
coaching and recognizing deficiencies. Their company’s survey is taken online with followup action planning.
Well, they [upper management] really encourage engagement a lot. They [the
company] would do surveys online that everybody in the facility had the opportunity
to complete, and they communicate their likes, dislikes, thoughts, ideas. We would
then get together for our building, and we would get everybody together at a big
meeting and share the results with them. If the managers didn’t have a very good
review, then we were open about the things that we were going to do. We also laid out
our action plan for everybody so they could understand and see what we were going to
do differently.
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Diane appears to be a person with a lot of business savvy. She has been with the
company for twenty-six years and knows the operation. More importantly, she knows that
she needs the right people in the right jobs. She talks about selecting, training and coaching
throughout the employee’s career.
It is a culture of trust. Also, people are one of ours [metrics], [which is] maybe
something that you didn’t see in companies 20 years ago. They worried about making
money and making products and doing innovative things, and might not have thought
about their people.
However, my company and others have evolved to know that human resources are one
of their big attributes as well as a critical success factor. So it is within our vision that
we want to have the best people, and we want to attract them and develop them. We
also have sub-goals related to this, so that people can get the required training to do a
good job, which I mentioned was part of the engagement. “Do you feel like you know
what you’re doing, and are you competent at it?” So we’ve got training elements that
help people with that.
The other thing that keeps people engaged, is knowing that they have a future and
knowing that they can do something different. So training on their current job is just
one aspect of it. We also have good career development tools and succession planning
so that people will know that not only do they need to execute their current job very
well, but they also know that part of the annual discussions will be what they want to
do next, and have they thought about the skills that they are going to need for that type
of job. We are willing to let them go learn some of those even though they don’t need
them right now.
Pete shares that in this economy work is more challenging when consolidations are
taking place and the company is trying to do more with less.
Now in the defense of culture, business has gotten a lot more difficult. It wasn’t like it
was 10 or 15 years ago, so you could say “Well, we’re doing as good as we can, or
anyone is doing as good as they can.” You think of the banking industry. That culture
is really stretched to its limit, because you’re going through a consolidation. So there
are some big forces here.
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Scott talks about the internalization of corporate values by his employees and how the
company reinforces that culture through its hiring policies, training, and performance
evaluations.
Probably the most important thing is that each institution that you work at has values,
their corporate values. Here, we have our school’s core values that they hold very
high, and we don’t look at those as just words on paper. We try to hire that way. We
evaluate performance that way four times a year. Their yearly evaluation is based on
that and decisions that we make in this office are all based on those values. So the
common good would be the core values of the institution.
Patty works for a non-profit that is Christian-based. She described the culture as
formerly keeping strict adherence to Christianity. Recently, to embrace diversity, the
organization began to change its culture and become more accepting of other cultures and
religions.
What we do here is we promote good health. In good health, life lessons to me are
good diet and good positive skills. Our organization really promotes positive attitudes
and with a little bit of Christianity....We can’t do that [refer to Christian values] a lot
anymore because we do have some Muslims and other religions that come here, so we
can’t unfortunately focus too much on that, like in classes and stuff and our Yoga. It
turns them off. So the [focus now]...is just our whole respect with each other.
Bonnie confessed that her company’s culture has become fragmented. She described
the need to return to one vision. “That’s one thing that we need to get back to. It looks like
every unit is a separate company. We need to be a whole company.”
Thomas saw company culture expressed in people’s personalities. He believes that a
culture of friendliness, respect, and caring needs to start at the top of the organization.
Thomas works in a relatively flat organization, where people have direct access to the CEO.
Our HR person, who’s one of our primary front door people, is a very engaging
person. Her staff are taught how to be very respectful and responsive to people. Once
you get to the supervisor level, when people are actually on the job on an ongoing
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basis, we try to continue to educate staff as “We think this is an attitude that you need
to convey so that you attract and are able to retain good employees.” That comes from
the top. If the CEO has an attitude of, “You’re all my slaves. You need to work for me
and do my bidding,” it doesn’t go very far. You should have a CEO, which we do
now, who is a very personable person.
Mark also believes in modeling the behavior he wants his employees to adopt. He
wants people to understand the role they play and how it contributes to the organization.
Mark is taking his employees on a journey to flatten the organization and promote a culture of
empowerment, communication, and customer service. He believes that actions always speak
louder than words.
That is something I really began to understand in my own personal life between my
parents and previous employers of realizing that they were very much “Do as I say,
not as I do teachers.” In so many institutions and work environments, it is very much
“Do as I say, not as I do.” Realizing that at the top of the organization and being
intentional about the direction we’re going, it’s more important for them to see me
doing than it is for me to be telling them. That is very forefront in my mind, as they
have to see me doing things because I know what my life has been like, and being on
the opposite side, and how ineffective words are when the actions aren’t behind it.
Mark is trying to help everyone understand how empowered they can be.
We’re trying to get everyone to understand the role that they play in the organization
and how that fits with the overall function and goal of the organization. Don’t just
come in here and do your job and go home. Come in, do your job, and participate in
how we make our organization and each of us in the organization better, day after day
and year after year.
Mark recognized that past experiences affect people’s expectations for their futures.
For example, someone may have felt punished for exhibiting the very actions he expects of an
empowered employee. Mark recounted that he held one-on-one conversations to help them
understand the baggage they were bringing into the workplace.
No matter who your employer is, you’re bringing to that employer from your past,
which obviously everyone knows. But you don’t necessarily understand what past
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does when you bring it into an organization like ours where we do communicate at a
high level.
When you come into an organization that is different, you bring those
[experiences] with you. As the president, CEO, and owner, there are things that
I have never done or said to people, but that there is still a fear in talking to me
about something or a fear when they realize that I’m calling them. I realize that
there is nothing that I have done. It’s previous people in my position and
previous people in authority, whether that’d be parents or all the way back in
school, or past employer situations. Realizing that you need to at least help
[employees] understand where some of these thoughts and feelings are coming
from, … [I bring to their attention] what has to be dealt with, acknowledged,
and addressed so that they don’t continue to influence a culture that is very
different than where they were.
When discussing culture, supervisors talked about company codes of conduct,
company values, Christian values, and trust. A few talked about maintaining integrity with
employees, and others discussed trying to increase the employees’ senses of empowerment.
In many cases, the supervisors bring the discussion into performance feedback and/or
coaching sessions with their employees. Several supervisors related how important it was that
they had been given training on recognizing undesired behaviors in their employees (e.g., not
consistent with the desired company culture) and coaching for behaviors consistent with the
current or in some cases desired culture. Several companies had included culture in their new
hire training; often the focus there was company values.
They acknowledged that business realities make things more difficult, but values and
culture still need to be taught and reinforced. The best teacher seems to be modeling the
desired qualities by supervisors and company management.
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Meaasuring Engagement

Company-level evaluations and feedback systems include general surveys with
questions on flexibility, responsibility, standards, recognition, clarity, and team commitment.
Most companies represented by the participants had a structured survey program; others relied
on other methods of feedback, or had no program at all.
Rhonda’s company had a structured program for the measurement of engagement with
follow-up exercises. Yet, she questions the validity of the program.
We do employee surveys every year. They [the company] measure engagement and
they also do action plans in different divisions more than others. They look at the
results of those and supposedly try to improve them. But I will be honest, I’m not sure
that really is the way to encourage and inspire engagement. You know what I mean?
I’m just like “They’re only doing it because they have to.” So they have that practice
in place, but I’m not sure if it’s always beneficial.
Charlie works for a warehouse that gives employees opportunities for training. He
discussed the survey process and the action plans that developed from the results of the
surveys. Charlie shared the results and action plans with his employees, but it was not clear to
me whether the employees had an opportunity for input into the action planning process or if
they were simply told what would happen. Not giving employees an opportunity for input is
contrary to what the supervisors had been saying about how to encourage engagement.
They [the company] would do surveys online that everybody in the facility had the
opportunity to complete, and they communicate their likes, dislikes, thoughts, ideas.
We would then get together for our building, and we would get everybody together at
a big meeting and share the results with them. If the managers didn’t have a very good
review, then we were open about the things that we were going to do....We also laid
out our action plan for everybody so they could understand and see what we were
going to do differently. That is how the company would do that.
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Diane works for a company that provides its supervisors/managers with an assessment
tool completed by their subordinates concerning their leadership style and work environment.
If a gap exists between the leaders’ perceptions and the employees’ perceptions, then this is a
tool to move towards improvement. To preserve anonymity, results are only shared with a
supervisor who has five or more employees responding to the survey.
We do have a leadership assessment tool here that interviews our staff and gives us
feedback on various dimensions. I can show you what it looks like. It talks about the
work climate as well as the things that factor into it… My staff is asked questions on
flexibility, responsibility, standards, recognition, clarity, and team commitment. There
are also a couple of subcategories to these. So the way they answer these questions is
“How is the environment you experience?” and “How do you think it should be?” The
tool then gives us this gap, which tells us if we have a gap in any of these areas.
There is then guidance within this process that if your people feel that they want to be
recognized within some degree, and you have a big gap between what they want and
what you’re doing, here are some things that you could consider. So I use this tool
because not only it is required and it is already given to me, but it also gives me some
areas that I would work on to improve the work climate. To me, that is analogous to
engagement.
Coming up with this assessment tool, and allowing us to complete it every year is
important. Also, the other part as I mentioned is the coaching. It is not just an
assessment with a couple of documents that say “Well here go do all of these things on
your own.” We have a meeting once a year to talk about getting ideas on improving
different parts of the climate that we can share with each other.
I appreciated the opportunity to witness and learn about engagement at various companies
both large and small.
Most of the companies in which the supervisors worked had structured survey
programs. The smaller businesses relied on personal observations. The companies with
structured surveys were not necessarily measuring engagement; rather, they were assessing
employee satisfaction with management and the work environment. The companies with
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surveys did provide some type of report to their supervisors so that they could take action on
the feedback. A few companies required the supervisors to meet with their groups and
summarize the feedback that they had received and actions they intended to take. In two
cases, however, it did not appear that employees had any opportunity for input into the action
planning.

Summary

This chapter presented findings that referred to macro level subjects: company
mission, vision, engagement initiatives, etc. The chapter also addressed corporate business
realities during a downturn economy and how engagement is being measured.
Chapter 10 focuses on the importance of communication, which was a common thread
throughout interviewees’ dialogue. The chapter discusses the importance of communication in
each of the themes discussed.

CHAPTER 10
THE IMPORTANCE OF COMMUNICATION

Communication is at the pinnacle of the emergent themes of this study. In fact,
communication (in some form) is the common thread that binds all of the interviewee
comments and is woven through the fabric of each emergent theme.
Communication is a major indicator of engagement or disengagement (e.g.,
positive, ongoing communication versus the lack of communication). A major internal
factor for promoting and nurturing engagement or fostering disengagement (when
communication is poor, people tend to be more disengaged), positive communication can
be a strategy for turning around disengaged people. Communication components include:


Speaking (verbally asking questions, sharing the vision, offering feedback),



Providing non-verbal cues (facial expressions, tone of voice),



Listening (to employees’ verbal cues), and



Observing employees’ nonverbal cues.
Communication can be found in every facet of life: A smile, frown, wink, or a kind

word, greeting, or an admonishment. The severity of the admonishment may be
determined by intonation. Communication cues are cultural. For example, in the United
States, if a person yells one might infer anger; if a person whispers, he/she may be
communicating confidentially.
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According to Adler and Towne (1978):
All that ever has been accomplished by humans and all that ever will be
accomplished involve communication with others. Many social and organizational
problems derive from unsatisfactory relationships brought about by inadequate
communication between people. (p. 1)

Workplace Communication

Supervisor communication is about building trustworthy relationships with the
employees to work together to accomplish the mission and goals of the organization.
Employees require information to execute the duties of their positions and the information
is received through effective communication.
Success on and off the job often stems from one’s ability to transfer information
and express ideas to others. Effective communication frequently results in
friendships that are more meaningful, smoother and more rewarding relationships
with people on and off the job, and increased ability to meet personal needs. (Adler
& Towne, 1978, p. 1)
Communication is the lifeblood of an organization, and without it, things will not
get done (Conrad, 2014). During the study, supervisors echoed what Conrad said. They
repeatedly talked about the importance of communication in the workplace. Effective
communication throughout the workforce is critical to sharing values, processes,
objectives, and goals within an organization. Tierney (2013) says that an educated and
motivated team can help a firm achieve efficiencies, profitability, and positive morale. All
are accomplished through effective communication. Without workplace communication,
nothing would be accomplished. Instructions could not be given; equipment and supplies
could not be ordered; progress could not be measured; and products and services could not
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be delivered to customers (Conrad, 2014). The workplace would most likely come to a
virtual standstill without ongoing dialogue – both written and verbal.
A key aspect of communication in an organization is interpersonal trust. Ebert
(2009) studied the link between trust and communication. He listed three trust interaction
types: Trust between persons, trust between organizations, and trust between a person and
an organization. Within the communication process, inter‐personal trust is an important
social resource that can facilitate cooperation and enable social interactions. Concepts of
cooperation and confidence are closely related to trust (Schoorman, Mayer, & Davis,
2007).
Communication is the foundation of forming and developing relationships.
Sustainable relationships are built on trust, for example the relationship between a
supervisor and employee. Willemyns, Gallois, and Callan (2003) discuss relational
communication strategies as a recent addition to communication accommodation theory
(CAT) in the context of manager–employee relationships. These CAT behaviors indicate
support, empathy, inclusion, and valuing the other person, etc. For example, if an
employee makes a mistake, the supervisor would provide feedback privately and
constructively.

Communication and the Role of the Supervisor

I discovered through the interview process that supervisors serve as the primary
communication link between their employees and higher management. Consequently,
supervisors play a critical role in creating a productive and satisfying work environment
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that is conducive to providing quality products/service in a timely and cost-effective way.
Based on the interviews, supervisors, particularly in an uncertain environment such as a
down economy, should establish an ongoing dialogue with each of their direct reports,
beginning with the expectations concerning each employee’s responsibilities for their
assigned job. Supervisors ought to encourage the employee to ask questions. My research
revealed that this action engages employees. The supervisor should listen carefully,
nonjudgmentally, and completely before responding. The response should be honest and
forthright and contain accurate information with no personal judgments. Action plans for
change and improvement can be developed jointly while interchange and feedback
continues throughout the process.
The interviews revealed communication as being of overwhelming importance to
supervisors. Three categories of communication emerged as most important during
difficult economic times:


Keeping employees informed,



Listening to the employees, and



Offering feedback through conversations and meetings – both one-on-one and in a
group.

The supervisors shared their strategies for dealing with these communication issues.

Sharing Bad News with Employees

Difficult economic times placed supervisors in a position that was uncomfortable,
and supervisors disliked relaying bad news messages. Steve reported his situation like this:
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Ultimately, as we talk about the topic, where there is engagement and
disengagement, I think it all comes back to communication, dignity, and respect. If
you communicate with them, like I used to tell people “You may not like me as
your boss. But if you respect me, that goes a long way.” But the issue here is that
it’s not for me to always tell you what you want to hear, but it’s to tell you what
you need to hear. If I can communicate to you with what’s going on…it’s better to
give me the truth (whether good or bad news) than not tell me at all. I think that a
lot of times, it just comes down to communication and treating employees with
dignity and respect the way that you would want to be treated.
Eric said that one should tell the workforce everything that is available as soon as it
becomes available. If the supervisor does not have the information, he or she can share
that as well. Eric believed ongoing communication is the basis for a trust relationship.
Again, it all comes down to making sure you communicate with the team as much
as you know. Even if you don’t know everything, tell them you don’t know
everything. But, if you continually communicate with them and they see that,
they’re going to trust what you’re saying and know that you will tell them as soon
as you know anything.
Rhonda talked about the importance of goal clarity, having a place to start,
knowing the direction, and prioritizing the steps to attain success in the new environment.
Having clarity of direction, I think the biggest thing is also the prioritization.
Because at that level, if there is something you need done, I think they have a hard
time prioritizing, and that makes it difficult coming down. They say “We have all
these things to do. Where do you want me to start? I don’t know where to start.”
The people then start to get disengaged, because they don’t even know where to
start and are not all on the same page. So it comes down to that communication:
strategy and clarity of what the goals are (even at the top of the level).
Justin talked about keeping his employees informed in bad situations with a reality
check. He gives them straightforward, honest information so the employees can make
plans for the future.
Very simply just being open and honest with them. If they are going to be laid off,
tell them they are going to be laid off. We can tell them “Yeah, you’re probably
going to be back to work in 3 to 6 weeks.” I have had to tell people “You will not
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be coming back, so don’t plan on that. Don’t sit at home and wait for the phone
call. If that happens, you do what you want. But don’t sit home and wait, because
it’s just probably not going to happen.” They didn’t like it, but they knew, and they
could plan.
The interviewees expressed that in a down economy, information needs to be kept
flowing. They did that by means of conversations and meetings with their employees: in
the workplace, conference rooms, and in places away from the production area.
Agnes recognized her employees’ feelings of uncertainty in this new environment,
while keeping them informed with an open and honest approach.
Acknowledge that they’re feeling scared, that they’re fearful for the future, and the
uncertainty that they’re feeling. You have to acknowledge those things. You can’t
walk out and go, “Come on troops. Let’s rally.” Yes, you want to be positive, but it
may come across as fake and phony when they know that ten people in the next
department are getting laid off tomorrow, and who’s next? You have to be very
open and honest in your communication and keep them informed. You have to be
transparent and acknowledge the uncertainty and fearfulness that they may be
feeling.
Rhonda kept her employees informed with every bit of information that she was
allowed to share and she told them when she did not have information. She believed
sharing information inspired her employees’ trust for her and makes them feel confident
that she was not withholding critical information.
It all comes down to making sure you communicate with the team as much as you
know. Even if you don’t know everything, tell them you don’t know everything.
But if you continually communicate with them and they see that, they’re going to
trust what you’re saying and know that you will tell them as soon as you know
anything.
Michael tried to give information of value. He believed in constant communication
and keeping his employees involved with the progression of change, and he wanted them
to have information of substance.
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Talk to them, and there may not be a lot of change, and there may not be a lot of
things to talk about, but at least you keep them in the loop… So I think constant
communication, whether there’s good or bad news or things to stay ahead of, and
you let them stay ahead of it, because it’s their company too.
Although sharing bad news was not comfortable for them, the supervisors so
strongly believed in ongoing communication that they were willing to put up with
discomfort. In their eyes, keeping employees informed – in good times or bad – increased
the employees’ trust for them.

Involving Unions

Michael supervises in a strong union environment with multiple unions. He
believed that with the proper communication, the union would help implement needed
programs and in some cases assume a leadership role.
If you keep the union informed and the power of the union understands the
direction of the company, it can work to your benefit. Obviously, you’re going to
have your exceptions. You’re going to have your militant type union people that are
going to take and always put a negative bend on things and try and recruit the
masses to being anti-something.
But, I think for the most part, it’s been my experience that if you engage the unions
just like you engage employees, you make them feel part of the organization. You
can make them feel kind of a sense of a portion of the leadership of the company,
business, or whatever you’re working at; whatever building you’re in. They kind of
feel like a little bit more empowered to be part of the leadership group, so I think
they can be an impediment; but, I think if used properly and communicated to
correctly, I think they [the union] can be a positive [force].
In addition to building trusting relationships between supervisor and employee,
when unions are part of the workplace environment, supervisors’ communication with
union representatives can foster trust and remove barriers between the company and the
union representatives.
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Keeping Employees Informed
Supervisors conversed about the significance of keeping the employees “in the
loop.” Diane takes pride in the ongoing communication she has with her employees. She
continually shares information (that is not restricted) with her subordinates to help stop the
rumor mill. She related that:
Yes. Those are times when rumors start flying, and that causes a lot of uncertainty,
especially if they hear if another group is laying off people. They wonder, “Is this
going to happen to us?” So, as long as I was getting any information and it was
sharable, I would always share that. It is easy because my group is in the office
here, so we are all co-located, and sometimes communication is easier that way.
There might have been times though where we could have said that we were
planning layoffs, but we didn’t want to share that information yet. So there are
times when I can’t share it... I acknowledge that we’re in difficult times and I share
everything that I can share. We know that we’re going to ask everyone to take a
layoff-week at some point. But so far, we think that it is only one. Also, it is
important to remind them of the importance of their jobs and to still have
confidence in our dealers and therefore the customers.
Michael kept his employees informed with ongoing communication. He suggested
sharing information continually. He cautioned others to disseminate information of value
to the employee during each talk as a way of keeping the employees’ attention and trust.
Michael gave this example.
[Employees want to be “in the know.”] They always want to know if things are
evolving around them. They don’t want to be caught off guard.
[Make sure the communication has substance] There may be some times where
there is not a lot to share with them. I think you got to be careful with that. You
don’t want to get in front of them all the time, because then they’re going to be like
“Well every time you talk to us, you’re not telling us anything.” So you have to
make sure that there is something of value [being said]...something that means
something to them for the viability of the job, [and is more information] than they
come in with.
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[Ongoing communication] So, I think constant communication, whether there’s
good or bad news or things to stay ahead of it, and you let them stay ahead of it
because it’s their company too. They have families who ask them all the time about
their company and they should be informed and not go home and say, “Well I don’t
know. I’m just kind of letting it happen to me.” I think it’s important to just keep
them involved and give them information on things…Always leave it on a positive
note.
Coming from a different point of view, Pete, a realist, believed he should act as a
filter for his employees.
[Being selective about what is shared] What you have to do is you have to
appropriately communicate with your employees, which means that you don’t
necessarily have to shield them from bad news, but you have to become a filter, and
you have to use human logic to say “Okay, strategically, what are the right points to
highlight? What are the possible bad things that [can] happen and the good things
that can happen?” You can kind of be an advocate for your own employees when
you communicate, and say, “Look.”
Human beings think in endpoints. They think of the worst things that could happen
and the best things. If you don’t say anything, or if you’re vague like, “Well, bad
news is about to happen, but I’m not sure what it is”, they are going to go directly
to the worst train wreck they can think of, and that’s never good. So define to your
best ability what the worst possible scenario is, and put their expectations in line.
Throughout his comments Pete focused on helping people frame their expectations,
and the importance of communicating at the right time.
Brad talked about conducting regular information sessions -- on a daily and weekly
basis. In addition, he maintained an open door policy if one of his employees wanted to
ask him a question.
Every morning before we start, we have like a five minute “Come, look at our day.”
And get refocused. Then once a week, we have meetings where we come together
as a group and try to stay focused that way as well. Our weekly meeting is maybe
20 or 30 minutes where we go over stuff. Then, of course, everybody knows that if
at any point there is a problem or a question or something that they’re not sure
about, they don’t have to wait until we’ve scheduled a meeting. Bring it up as soon
as possible, so it can be dealt with.

209
Eric believed in building a foundation of communication to see his employees
through the difficult economic times.
I think the biggest thing is communication, especially when things are challenging.
For instance, we are currently going through a period of some rolling layoffs. So,
being a communicator of what’s going on, why it’s going on, and where and when
we can do anything about it. Sometimes, there is nothing they can do about it. We
kind of help them work through that.
But the more you can communicate with them, I think that’s key. But in a phase of
difficult economic times, as long as you do that strategy, building together and
you’re all on the same page and understanding where you’re supporting the rest of
the organization, you’re going to have a foundation set there to make it easier to get
through the difficult economic times.
When discussing their strategies for keeping employees informed during bad
economic times, the supervisors communicated in an open, ongoing, and consistent
manner. They acknowledged that employees want to be “in the know.” And, that
employees need to be able to refute rumors with their families and friends. That means
that they need the information in a timely manner.
Opinions differed on whether or not to filter information when communicating with
employees. Some looked at ongoing communication as an opportunity to help frame
people’s expectations or reaffirm how their job adds value. Others opposed editing the
message, preferring to say as much as they could without breaching confidentiality.
Another difference in opinions concerned timing of communication. Some do
daily and/or weekly meetings – whether there is new information or not. Others choose to
communicate whenever they have something substantive to say.
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Listening to Employees

In January 2011, a representative from the American Management Association
(AMA) interviewed Douglas Conant, the then president and CEO of Campbell Soup
Company. Conant suggested that the crucial and most significant step in creating
collaborative teams was listening to the employees. He stated, “Successful collaboration is
to demonstrate to your employees that you want to listen to them” (Conant & Stone, 2014,
p. 16). People love to work where their ideas are valued. Most everyone notices how to
improve the bottom line, but many want to be invited to share their thoughts.
Conant was quoted as saying:
If you’re the person in power you can get away with just telling them, but over time
they’re going to have to feel heard if they are going to continue to perform. That’s
critical to me. If you want people to listen to you, you had better listen to them.
What they have to say is critical to you as well. They’re closer to the action, and
they typically know more than you do. The language we use in our book is lead
with listening. [Conant added] I think that is where you start. You seek first to
understand, then as the leader you need to be understood. (p. 14)
Leo believed listening was the best tool for engagement and supervision.
First off, I’m there, I listen. One of the main things you want to do is listen to the
employees. There are a lot of people that hear, but a lot of people do not listen;
and, I think that [listening] is probably one of the ultimate things a manager can use
as far as keeping employees engaged. They want to know that someone is there
and listening to them. That is probably the biggest thing.
Later in the interview, Leo added, “Well, a successful manager listens to everything
around them and they know their environment. They know the threats and they know the
strengths.”
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Scott believed in listening to his employees. He also gives them an opportunity to
provide feedback.
Make it open communication, two-way communication. Listen and give them the
opportunity to talk and listen. Challenge your people and empower them. Give
them the opportunity. Get a look at them and say “Hey, we just lost $40,000 in the
budget. Anybody got any ideas? What can we do?”
Susan is a 35-year old supervisor who has been supervising for six years. She is
passionate about listening to her employees; in fact, she mentioned listening several times
while being interviewed. Here are of few of the excerpts.
Because I want them to feel that their suggestion mattered and that their opinion
matters. I don’t just want to make them feel like I just brushed them off and I didn’t
listen. Once you do that, then they start feeling like you don’t care about their
suggestions.
It’s all about what you’re going to do instead of kind of working together to try to
achieve the goals….We’re having them perform jobs with less people. You
encourage them to keep performing and you listen to them on how they feel they
can perform their tasks faster or more efficiently....I just try to listen more and be
more encouraging.
Agnes echoed what previous participants had said concerning listening to her
employees.
Yes, and that leads to greater engagement too, because now, you’ve involved them
in solving a problem. They’ve been heard. That’s a way of showing appreciation
too, which is to actually listen to feedback. Listen to ideas and input, and then if
something actually gets implemented, that’s great. That’s a real boost for people
and their engagement.
Reflecting on the Conant interview, he doesn’t equate communication to a onesided broadcasting of messages at ever-increasing frequencies. He states, “Rather, leaders
need to work toward a shared understanding of where they are, where they want to go, and
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how they will get there. This kind of communication requires both clear speaking and
careful listening” (Conant & Stone, 2014, p. 16).

Accepting Employee Feedback without Judgment

Jensen (2014) says
Enlightened leaders understand the value and importance of “working for” those
who “report to” them. They are constantly receiving input and feedback from their
employees, so they can better understand the problems and issues one might be
challenged with to be more productive in his [sic] work. (p. 65)
Jensen goes on to talk about the reason feedback has become so important in
changing environments. The leader sees his/her role as helping to eliminate barriers and
obstacles to heightened performance. Jensen differentiates why he believes people may
have sought positions of leadership in the past compared to what is evolving in 21st
century leadership (see Table 19). New supervisors have adopted an approach to
communication.

Table 19
Different Paradigms for Supervisors: Then and Now
Old Paradigm
New Paradigm
Personal Power
Empower Others
To Control
To Influence
To Be Served
To Serve Others
Source: Jensen, J. (2014). Used with permission.
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In the new paradigm supervisors must seek employees’ feedback to better serve,
influence, and empower them. Interviewee Susan said, “I think that in the past, there were
supervisors who didn’t maybe listen to suggestions of theirs [employees].” Jensen (2014)
said that under the old paradigm, communication was strictly top down. Titles were very
important. Questioning a person of higher authority was forbidden. Such thinking enabled
a supervisor to maintain power and control, as well as fulfilling his/her need to be served.
The primary mood within the company was fear-based. The environment was suppressive
and self-initiated actions on the part of the employee were unwelcome
Many interviewees displayed the attitude of someone operating in the new
paradigm. They were seeking to: (1) influence their employees by listening to their
concerns and providing ongoing, frank, and honest feedback about the current situations
that their companies were experiencing; (2) serve their direct reports by providing the tools
employees needed to do their jobs and removing barriers or obstacles to getting the job
done; and (3) empower their employees to take actions needed to be a success in the work
place.
Ed talked about collaboration and the need for conversation at all levels, without
consideration of union seniority or management power.
The company wants employees to be engaged and wants to bring all levels together
(whether it’s from the craft to this union to the management to higher level). I
think when we go in to talk about it, we need to keep our egos and our titles at the
door so that everybody’s input is of equal value, especially for what’s involved in
keeping people engaged.
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Jim informed his people on a daily basis about the objectives to be accomplished.
He provided employees with the tools they needed to do their job. He explains how he
served his employees in the following excerpts.
As long as I communicate no matter what’s going on, that doesn’t mean I have to
say it [verbatim]. Every day before my crew starts, every one of my people usually
has talked to me at some point in time within the first half hour or 45 minutes of my
day. They either come to me, or I go to them, or I go to the group leader, and they
come to me.
We may still have the same routine, but have to switch it up in a different way, or
we got to add one more thing, or we got to take something out, or somebody
requested something else from us. So now we have to change it up. I’ve got to add
resources to help them. Are they now going to be the resource for somebody else’s
project? So there isn’t a day that I don’t communicate with my folks within the first
half hour or 45 minutes of the day.
I feel that’s totally essential to completing a task. I don’t care if you’re making and
dropping French fries in the fryer at McDonalds. You’ve got to make sure that
people have what they need. “Do we need 5 pounds of French fries a day, or do we
need 10?” That’s my job. That’s where I think I have a great value when I speak to
my folks. I started up through the ranks with most of them. I’ve done a lot of their
jobs too. For example, somebody talked to me the other day, saying “Well, they
couldn’t mow the lawn because it took them too long.” I said “Let me just tell you
something. When I did that job, I had to go get the mower, bring it back, mow the
lawn, and mow this lawn, another vise-versa. So every day starts with me giving
them new objectives for the day.
Jim talked about communicating expectations and soliciting feedback for the dayto-day operations. Soliciting feedback is an important dimension in the supervisor’s
relationship with his/her direct reports.

Providing Feedback

Feedback is critical to engagement. Positive feedback reinforces the behavior the
supervisor wanted. Feedback may be in the form of coaching, guidance, or instructing the
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new or struggling employee. It provides the information needed by the worker to perform
the duties of the job.
Feedback has many important uses. It can help workers identify their strengths and
areas for improvement. Feedback can indicate whether performance has been satisfactory.
A feedback session also provides an opportunity to target future efforts. (Zábojnik, 2014).
When Daryl finds an employee taking a shortcut or not following the process, he takes
action. For example:
If the employee is either taking a shortcut or not following the process, that is the
time that you have to stop the process, reeducate or let the employee know what he
has created down the line to make somebody else’s job a little bit harder. So you
stop the process, make the correction, retrain your employee if necessary, and then
continue on.
By making a change without any documentation, that creates all kinds of problems.
So we have to make sure that the employees understand that, and that’s why you
have employee meetings from time to time (at least three times a week) to make
sure that the employees understand their roles in producing the products that they
are producing, where they’re producing these things, and feel them out for any kind
of improvements that they can try to incorporate or at least do some trial and error
on their suggestions.
Scott talked about regularly scheduled feedback sessions:
We do a 30-60 and 90 day evaluations where they sit down with them and look at
their areas. They say “Here are the positives, and here are some things that we may
need to work on to get better.”
Supervisors apply their communication skills throughout all aspects of their
supervisory role. The interviewees believed that especially during a down economy,
communication was a key tool for maintaining engagement. They shared examples about
(1) sharing bad news with employees, (2) involving unions, (3) keeping employees
informed, (4) listening to employees (5) accepting employee feedback, and (6) providing
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feedback to employees – coaching, guiding, and instructing. They stressed the need for
ongoing, two-way communication between supervisor and employee and the importance of
listening with an open mind.
An Integral Part of Supervisors’ Strategies
The strategies supervisors discussed were attempts to enhance their operation’s
ability to thrive in changing environments. Strategy can be thought of as an attempt to help
an organization to fit into a given environment, in this case the economic downturn.
Strategy involves anticipating changes and helping the organization ready itself for the
changes so that external forces do not negatively affect the internal environment (Ackoff,
1981; Chermack & van der Merwe, 2003; Drucker, 1964; Porter, 1980; Wilson, 1992).
Van der Heijden (1997) speaks of strategy-making as a continuum. He defines
strategy-making not as a one-time decision, but as an ongoing process:
This is the logical consequence of the introduction of unknowable uncertainty,
which invalidates the first of the two basic assumptions underlying the rationalistic
approach. Therefore at this point this assumption needs to be dropped and with it
the idea of a “best” strategy. What may seem “best” today may be far from the
optimum tomorrow. Therefore scenario thinkers are never finished with a strategic
decision. They are continuously aware that when action is taken the outcome is
unpredictable. (pp. 7-8)
Explaining Why
The supervisors shared that they are expected to know and respond to the ideas,
interests, and concerns of employees working in their area. They should be sharing with
the employees what has developed in the new environment and what has been learned in
the process. Letting the workforce know the reasons why a change is needed nurtures the
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trust relationship. Then, by asking for feedback from the employee the supervisor opens a
dialog that begins with the company vision and ends with workable strategies for moving
forward. Further, using employee-generated information to develop and implement
improvements helps create the desired work environment.
The supervisors agreed that employees need to be informed about the “why”
behind various decisions. They felt that even seasoned personnel need this transparency,
especially in difficult times. Ed commented:
If I’m going to have a goal or something, there has got to be a relevance to what
I’m doing. I do want to know why, not just because. The idea is if I know the
reason why we’re doing it, you get me more engaged. Also, if I am going back to
my experiences, I might have a better way of doing it to get to our end result. I
might even be able to find a better way of doing it. But knowing why we’re doing it
and the need for it.
When you look at a company like this one (or any other company) that may be
struggling financially and they have to make cuts, you want to make sure that if
there are going to be reductions in resources that they are the smart ones. They’re
smart business decisions. “Why are we doing this?” “Well, this has happened. So
we just created a problem here, which now we have to adjust our business
strategy.” Having a reason why instead of just because we’ve done it that way. You
get everybody involved.
Again, it comes back to ownership. I can contribute to making the company
successful if I have a better understanding of why we’re not successful right now,
and what I can do to help improve my processes in the future to make a success.

Communicating About Change

Supervisors are thought to be most credible to employees when they demonstrate
their active involvement and commitment by taking leadership roles during all aspects of
the change process.
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Ann, another supervisor said, “I think that when you’re making changes, you
should take some time to explain why. Otherwise, if it doesn’t make sense to the
employees, maybe they won’t buy into it.” And Michael shared his strategy, “We explain
to them the reasons why they do what they do. In a lot of the cases, it makes them part of
the process.” Michael goes on to say, “If you give them [employees] the reasons why, they
understand the mission of what they do and what the outcome should be.”

Holding Strategic Conversations

Giving employees a chance for input through conversation appears to promote
feelings of self-worth and empowerment, according to the supervisors who participated in
this research. Effective conversation and communication between and among
organizational decision-makers is sound practice (Georgantzas & Acar, 1995). The new
paradigm brings all employees to the table for input. The more skillful this conversation
can be, the more effective joint action can be (Van der Merwe, Chermack, Kulikowich, &
Yang, 2007). The strategic conversation is a phenomenon that has been described as the
simple conversations, interactions, and dialogues that occur among organizational
members in everyday formal and informal situations (Van der Heijden, 1997).
Supervisors talked about strategic conversations with their employees. Agnes said:
Involve employees and look for ways to implement change and to involve them in
recognizing where there’s waste, where there are inefficiencies, and where costs
could perhaps be cut. You need to be very transparent in your communication and
make sure they know what’s going on so they don’t just hear it from somewhere
else and they don’t hear rumors. Tell it like it is and don’t sugar-coat anything. Be
honest.
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Susan said that she listens to employees during meetings or when they make an
operational suggestion. She then takes action on it: holding further dialogue, conducting a
trial run, or implementing the suggestion. Her strategy is: listen, provide feedback,
introduce a pilot of the employees’ recommendation, and then inform the staff of the
progress on the trial implementation. She tells them if the idea was successful or if they
need to “go back to the drawing board” to improve the proposal for future implementation.
Susan stated that:
Because I want them to feel that their suggestion mattered and that their opinion
matters. I don’t just want to make them feel like I just brushed them off and I didn’t
listen. Once you do that, then they start feeling like you don’t care about their
suggestions. It’s all about what you’re going to do instead of kind of working
together to try to achieve the goals.
Susan’s strategy inspires teamwork. Susan said that when submissions of ideas
come from the group, they work harder to make them succeed.
Supervisors also host meetings. Most of the interviewees scheduled meetings on a
routine basis. Brad starts his day by getting his staff together. He also hosts weekly
meetings and has an open door policy. His staff is not afraid to approach him, because he
listens and asks for clarification when he does not fully understand questions being
directed to him. He sometimes requests more information or tries to rephrase the question
before responding.
Most supervisors said that if a question was directed to them and they did not have
the answer, or if they needed to do research before responding, they told the employee(s)
when they would respond or simply said they did not know. Mark said in the beginning he
was intimidated by questions, but then he learned to welcome them. At first, he had
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thought the employees were testing him or trying to make him look bad, but later he
discovered they just wanted information. He discovered if employees’ comments are
disregarded because of fear or time factors, it would hinder employee interest, or worse,
create an atmosphere that discouraged questions or comments and therefore reduced
employee engagement within the operation.

Communication and Engagement Indicators

Engagement indicators refer to the signals that supervisors observe to help them
determine who is an engaged employee and who is disengaged. Some indicators are
verbal, e.g., employees ask questions, communicate clearly, or whine a lot. Some
indicators are non-verbal, e.g., employee avoids eye-contact, watches the clock. Other
indicators are behaviors that involve communication skills, (such as, focuses on customer
needs, sets priorities, and accepts criticism positively). When asked to describe indicators
of engagement and disengagement, communication skills were included all along the
spectrum from fully engaged to fully disengaged.

Communication Skills of Engaged Employees

When describing engaged employees, the supervisors mentioned positive aspects of
communication skills.
She was a great and very effective communicator. I think her verbal and nonverbal
skills were really the top-notch things that helped. She was an excellent writer too,
but it was her verbal and non-verbal delivery that was very good. (Agnes)
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She is also a good communicator and communicates what she is doing and why.
It’s helping her be successful for sure. (Rhonda)
He was really positive, ambitious, very good communication skills, and very
flexible. Regarding economic downturns, he was really good at saying “Well, six
months ago, we had a vision to do this.” And he was really on board with that
vision, but now knowing that sales have gone down, how can we adjust
it?...Looking at the situation, he was able to adapt to what we had. (Jennifer)
He was really good at pulling his group together and just saying, “This is what we
need to do.” He was very clear and kind of “Let’s do it. Let’s go.” (Jennifer)
These communication examples by the engaged employee were positive and upbeat. The communication skills they possessed contributed to their effectiveness in the
workplace.

Communication by Disengaged Employees

When describing disengaged employees, the supervisors mentioned negative
ineffective communication. The disengaged worker generates additional work for the
supervisor, who has to deal with the person’s behavior issues. Disengaged employees tend
to use negative verbalization in the form of blaming and complaining and/or being
disruptive and confrontational.

Blaming and Complaining

The disengaged employees were viewed as critical, argumentative, unreasonable,
and bad-tempered. They would blame others and complain about co-workers and the
environment.
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He complained, blamed, and watched the clock. He looked for excuses to be away
from the office, meaning more absences. He was not really interested in the goals of
the department and was not very future-oriented. (Agnes)
A lot of times we, from the top down, play the blame game and are pointing
fingers. Instead of working together [with our employees] to come up with
solutions, we [say] “It’s your problem. You fix it.”… They then become bitter and
are less likely to give you 110% effort because they don’t feel that you value them
as an employee or as a person. (Steve)
I see it [disengagement] as demotivation, (kind of doing the minimum to get by).
Not looking for where you might be able to improve things. I also see it as maybe
gossiping and complaining about things that are going on. That would obviously
impact productivity. I also see it as if you’re disengaged; you’re not going to be
treating people with respect. You’re not going to be following our values in action
as if you don’t care. (Eric)
We have people complaining. They are complaining about why that person is not
working…it’s kind of hard. (Bonnie)
The people who are not engaged are really easy to pick out as our organization
continues to grow because you don’t hear from them or you don’t see them. The
one thing that has happened thus far is the complainers who aren’t engaged have
left because the complaining was no longer acceptable. (Mark)

Confrontational

The confrontational employees were argumentative and challenged procedures that
workers were trying to use in the completion of their duties.
The people that aren’t looking at you when you are having an employee meeting.
The nonverbal actions, the hands flying, they are more confrontational. The
productivity isn’t as high. Their areas aren’t as clean. (Leo)
There was an employee once who was very needy self-esteem wise. All you had to
do was look at him wrong, and he would basically in a nutshell flip out. He would
say “Why don’t you like me?” I would say “What are you talking about?” It was
really bad. (Patty)
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Disruptive

The disruptive individuals were troublemakers who were upsetting and disturbing
to others. They distracted those who wanted to get the job done.
Sometimes, the disengaged people are troublemakers. They take everything
personally. If you say “You know, we need to improve this.” They will say, “Are
you saying I’m not doing anything?” Disengaged people tend to cause problems
immediately as they are nonproductive….Often the people who are disengaged are
not cooperative. So not only are they doing nothing, they had a propensity to
interfere with somebody else’s productivity. (Ann)
They might start making decisions independently of the team, or they might start
making actions independent of the team. This is disruptive to the other team
members. (Pete)
If people are doing things to sabotage rather than try to help, and even if it’s a
contractual difference of opinion, you still have an obligation to do your job. For
some of the people, slow-downs, shabby workmanship, and work ethic. (Justin)
They are just not connected. They are not connected to the whole process. It takes
more work for their manager to get them to get their work done or get them to be a
positive force than I think their manager sometimes wants. Their manager wants
them to go out there and take charge themselves, not somebody that they have to
babysit. I think a disengaged person needs to be babysat. (Michael)
Disengaged employees communicate in a negative way, some verbally and others
non-verbally. Supervisors gave examples of the negative communication styles, such as
blaming and complaining or being confrontational. Disengaged workers are disruptive,
both to the operation and to their coworkers; dealing with these disruptions takes precious
time away from other supervisory duties.
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Communication and Engagement Factors

The supervisors who were interviewed thought it was important to get to know
their employees on a personal level as well as a professional one – that is, to know what is
going on in an employee’s life beyond the workplace. This approach aids a supervisor in
determining what external factors may be affecting an employee’s engagement.
Identifying the external factors takes listening and getting to know the employee at
a deeper level. When talking to one employee, Charlie learned about several external
factors: “I then got all the personal stuff. ‘My mom is an alcoholic. My dad left when I
was…’” Supervisors, faced with making tough decisions, mentioned learning about
external factors by listening. They also discussed how they dealt with the situations.
“Man, I tell you what, I had a bad night last night,” or “I’m having a bad week. Is
there any way I can leave here. I know I don’t have the time to cover, but can I
leave here because I’ve got to be able to pick up my sick sister, and take her to the
doctor as she doesn’t have anyone else to help her.” Well I’ve spent time with that
guy and know full well that he has had issues with stuff before with her....You have
got to show some compassion to your folks, and that gets you all the time. So that is
one of the things that you lay out up front. Just say “Hey, look. There may be some
times where something happens. You know, I am very flexible to getting you out of
here and do anything that I can do to help your personal life because there is life
beyond what’s inside these four walls.” (Charlie)
Exactly, and it really is a work thing. I would get a call in the middle of the night
from one of the guys and say “Hey, you know, my kids are extremely sick. Is there
any way you can approve me not having to be there today?” If you’re not going to
be there, then that’s a problem. “Okay, we have enough staff tomorrow and we
could do that. You take care of your sick family and follow through with it.” And
you know, I never got burned on that, where somebody told me something that
wasn’t true because I would once in a while try to check up on that to see if
someone was just trying to abuse that, and I never did. I never got messed with, and
I think it was over time that it was just me being respected as a leader. (Charlie)
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You showed appreciation; you are interested in the employees’ interests. You find
out their interests and take a sincere interest in their lives. (Agnes)
Knowing employees beyond their job assignments is good management practice.
This knowledge helps supervisors select effective rewards (incentives employees like) and
make decisions based on what employees have to offer the organization. Supervisors
should try to know their employees and care about the challenges they face outside the
workplace. Many of those interviewed said they were able to work with people who were
struggling by giving them the incentive of leaving early when the work was completed,
challenging them to leave the problems at the door for the good of the organization, or
possibly giving them time off in extreme situations.
These supervisors played a balancing act – tempered with understanding, empathy
and caring – managing to take care of people with external factors that might have affected
their work, without causing the operation to suffer. They found ways to move forward in
terms of production and making business goals while taking care of the employee’s needs.

Communication at the Company Level

Communication is entwined in company-level policies, strategies, vision, and
values. Communication at the company-level primarily involves top down informationsharing from leaders to employees. It may be direct communication such as newsletters,
posters, and company-wide communiques. Or, it may be indirect communication from
leaders through managers through supervisors to employees.
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In some cases leadership will request employee feedback, usually in the form of
surveys. In some cases leadership will devise metrics to determine performance and
progress with respect to goals and objectives.

How Employees Experience Company Culture
Employees experience the company’s culture through communication. Who
communicates what to whom, and how, and when that communication occurs are evidence
of what and who the company values.
When he arrived at Campbell Soup Company, Conant worked to improve the
culture that existed. He said, “It was important to address the situation on two fronts—in
the workplace and in the marketplace” (Conant & Stone, 2014, p. 15). Conant goes on to
say communication plays a critical role in the culture of an organization, and takes place in
everyday circumstances, such as e-mails and casual conversations.

Comment About Corporate Strategy

Pete praised his company concerning his freedom to communicate and the way he
is empowered by corporate leadership to manage engagement in the fashion that is best for
his unit.
A company that is a well-run company understands that engagement and
performance are intrinsically linked. They have a recipe, if you will, for inspiring
engagement. They also encourage flexibility within that framework. So I am very
privileged to work for a company that recognizes that engagement is important.

227
Communication of Survey Results

Charlie talked about his unit discussing the company survey results. The
headquarters of his organization tabulated the responses from Charlie’s unit and returned
the results to him. Actions plans were then developed and training was afforded.
They [the company] would do surveys online that everybody in the facility had the
opportunity to complete, and they communicate their likes, dislikes, thoughts,
ideas. We would then get together for our building, and we would get everybody
together at a big meeting and share the results with them. If the managers didn’t
have a very good review, then we were open about the things that we were going to
do.
We also laid out our action plan for everybody so they could understand and see
what we were going to do differently. That is how the company would do that.
Obviously, being an extension of the company, we really thrived on training.

Communication Breakdown
In this example, executives espoused to a culture that does not seem to exist at all
levels of the organization. To ensure confidentiality, I removed the surname and inserted a
title. Ann is a supervisor who is often invited to executive board meetings. She works with
the upper echelon (CEO, CFO, and vice presidents from additional functional areas) of the
company. Ann talked at length about what corporate believes to be true and how it is
interpreted in the field. She commented that it was like they were speaking different
languages, because either the understanding was not there or it was being ignored.
A problem that I see a lot, especially after being on the executive board of the
management association and talking to [CEOs], talking to [VPs], and other
executives at the top, they preach a good game – if I could put it that way – but it
doesn’t filter down. And so at the top, maybe it exists, this desire to coach and
counsel for improved performance, this desire to have dignity and respect
experienced by the employee, but somewhere, as it filters down, it’s just not there.
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I think sometimes we promote the wrong people. You need to know how to do a
job, but you also need to be a people-person. A long time ago at the company, I
heard the supervisors say “kick ass and take names” and that’s the culture that
seems to remain. So I’m a boss you need to fear. No, I don’t think the company has
it. I think they have it at the top, what it takes to be a good company, but
somewhere as it moves down through the ranks, it gets lost.
According to Ann, they change the non-scheduled days; they change the schedule
when they want to; they change it the day before if that is what they want to do. So what
they do in the field is very different from the message articulated at the top. She says it is
like they are speaking different languages.
Justin speaks of a different type of communication breakdown. This method is in
direct contradiction to the strategies the interviewees championed and said worked for
them. Justin’s perception is that his company is not seeking feedback.
[Company engagement plan] Absolutely, they want monthly meetings. You need to
hold a staff meeting once a minimum every two weeks. You want a monthly
meeting with all of your employees. You want the employees to know and
understand any changes within the company. That’s good. Where they fail in the
engagement process is they don’t want employee feedback, because we told you
what it’s going to be, we don’t really care what you think about it. There are still
some people out there that are fighting the fight. They are still trying to engage their
people and having open and honest discussions. But that’s not looked on favorably.
At least that is the feedback that I’m getting from the people that I’ve worked with.

Communicating the Mission

Brad has a continuous communication plan for the mission. He believed in
understanding and sharing the mission with employees so they can make the mission their
own and internalize it. The mission then becomes a reference point for making decisions.
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I think you should do that all of the time. In other words, if you have a primary goal
or mission, and you question a situation that comes up and should be measured
against that, you use the mission statement if you will to see how to handle it. That
should be in good times and bad. I think that should help you pretty much take care
of just about anything you encounter, regardless of economic situations.
They understand what the mission of the office is. So if something comes up, they
say “The actions I’m going to take right now, is it consistent and congruent with
why we’re here?” That’s one of the ways they’re in power. If they have a question
and they’re not quite sure, then they can come to me. We’ll then sit down and talk it
through together. I like to think that through the training, retraining, and the
meetings that we have, that they’re going to go into a position to the point where
they can make those decisions on their own.
In his own way, Michael echoes Brad’s strategy.
It’s a set plan. It’s a strategy that team players can follow. (Not just employees, but
management as well.) I think it takes away that concern that we don’t know where
we’re going. It solidifies in the employees’ minds that we have a strategy to get
somewhere and we’re not just throwing our arms up in the air.
Scott commented that he was extremely proud of his people for impressing a
visiting instructor who was conducting in-house training. The instructor was stunned with
the students’ description and understanding of the company’s mission. Scott was not
surprised because he inaugurates each new employee with the mission and its message. He
also continues to instill the core values during subsequent training sessions and inspires
their use during decision-making.
The lady from Rubbermaid was here, and she has been in the field about five or six
years and has gone to a tremendous amount of schools and universities. We broke
into six teaching groups, and people would alternate. She told me before lunch
when there were still two more groups left, that she was very impressed with the
overall intelligence of my crew and this and that. For fun, I told her that the next
group you have, ask them the core values of our institution and our mission
statement. She came back and said, “I was blown away. I can go to big companies
and talk to the executives, and they wouldn’t know that. And here, your cleaning
people know it.” She was just blown away. But we talk about it all the time. All the
decisions come back to that.
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Zach talks about the consistency of the mission in his organization. The mission
focuses his crew. When an employee does not know how to proceed, he/she has been
taught to reflect on the mission. It is also posted as a visual for constant communication.
What’s nice about our setup is that it’s a consistent message. It’s a consistent
mission. There aren’t a lot of layers for misinterpretation or manipulation of what it
is. We establish that mission of service, quality, and customer appreciation. We
don’t have a lot of layers, so there’s not a supervisor above this, and then a district
person. We don’t have the layers.
What I liked about the mission statement is the fact that it is front and center. It is
something that can easily be read or put up in terms of just a reminder, motivator,
and something that anybody can look and say “That’s right. This is my focus for
today. I’ve got my game plan.” It’s just something to refocus on or to use to
readjust your potential thinking. A lot of times, you’ll come in from outside, come
into the workplace, and your mind might be going in fifty directions. You look at
the mission statement or you think of it, and it brings you right back in line.

Communicating the Vision

Michael has confidence that the employees are on the same page with the corporate
message because of the ongoing and frequent messages that come from the CEO through
multiple channels, media such as DVDs, letters, and broadcasts. Further, he indicated that
the employees like receiving the message directly from the top.
I think it starts from the top-down. I think not just at my level, but I think it starts
all the way at the top, and I think it’s the message that’s sent down through the
organization. It says that, “Hey, we know we’re against it, but we can get through
this. Here is how we’re doing it.” That is to kind of incite engagement throughout
all the organization. I think the way we do it right now (and I can only speak for
mine), but we have a [CEO] that gets in front of all the employees … to let them
know where we’re going as a company. I think that says a lot to be able to incite
that engagement and tell them that we, in fact, have a plan as a company. A lot of
times, employees just want to know “Do we have a plan? Are we going to get to
where we want to go? Or, are we just kind of flying by the seat of our pants?”
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Pete described how his company charts the course of action for the employees. He
went on to say that the company gives employees a vision of the future and the road(s)
they need to take to reach their destination of success.
It provides an endpoint. It provides something to be passionate about. Anytime you
can give people a destination, they can get passionate about getting in the car and
getting there at some point as opposed to an organization that doesn’t know a lot.
Can you provide a simple map or a road map to the endpoint? So that people can
say, “Oh, yeah. I know we’re doing this now, and we’re going to do that later on,
but I can see the way to get there.” Or, have you muddled it to the point where
people can’t see the destination? This is just my opinion, but doubling the size of
the company isn’t necessarily right. But [it’s] the way you break that out into
imperatives, which I think almost means more at this point than the vision.
This segment on company-level communication is just another example of how the
engagement puzzle would not connect without the communication piece.

Summary

Chapter 10 addressed the importance of communication in fostering and sustaining
employee engagement. A variety of aspects of communication were discussed.
Communication was described as part of the supervisory role and as a factor that can mean
success or failure of strategies during an economic downturn. The supervisors described
communication skills exhibited by engaged employees and the poor communicative
behaviors of disengaged employees. Communication was also discussed as an engagement
factor. Finally communication was discussed at its macro (or company) level, with
examples of how employees experience upward, downward, and peer communication.
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Chapter 11 will offer reflections on the study’s findings, a conceptualization of
employee engagement, and recommendations for future research.

CHAPTER 11
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
This chapter provides reflections on the study’s findings, conceptualizations of
employee engagement (pre- and post-study), my observations based on the study findings,
and recommendations for future research and practitioner applications.

Reflections on the Field Study Findings

When reflecting on this study and its results, I want to compare my visions of
employee engagement in the workplace (especially during a down economy) – before and
after conducting this research.

Conceptualizations of Employee Engagement

Initial Views of Employee Engagement (Pre-Study)

Early in my research journey, and prior to conducting my field work, I conceptualized
Figure 18. This graphic was based on ideas obtained through thirty years of managerial
experience, reading books, reviewing articles, and researching engagement philosophies.
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Figure 18. Pre-Study Conceptualization of Employee Engagement.

At the time Figure 18 was prepared, I made certain assumptions:


Employee engagement exists across a continuum,



Employee engagement emerges through a learned team effort.



Engagement was a function of and resulted in affiliation, communication,
accountability and recognition.



Each component seemed to have equal importance



Individual employees respond to situations differently, and



The concept would continue to evolve.

Figure 18 reflects the state of conceptual development in 2008. At that point in my doctoral
journey, I believed that the three influencers (workplace environment, company culture,
management actions) were interdependent and all three must be present to generate
engagement in the workplace.
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I was aware that the elements of trust, sincerity, dignity, and respect were interwoven
throughout the workplace engagement framework. What I did not realize was their
importance to engagement.
Another early assumption was that the components may overlap, (i.e., conversations
would occur within each umbrella). I was assigning equal importance to each of the elements
of accountability, affiliation, communication, and recognition. Although I anticipated that the
communication element might overlap with the other components in some way, this
relationship was not recognized at that time.
In 2008 I believed that engagement was dependent on workplace environment,
company culture, and management actions. For example, management actions could
encourage engagement by focusing on the positive or discourage engagement by focusing on
the negative. Although a positive attitude may be an important characteristic of an engaged
individual, this characteristic was not a driving force; rather, it was a behavior exhibited by an
engaged person.
Because I believed engagement was conceived at the local level, I focused my
research at the micro-level of the organization rather than the macro-level. Although some
may question where engagement begins, I firmly believe that engagement at the micro-level is
vital. That level is “where the rubber meets the road.” It should be the focus of any
engagement strategy. After all, employees choose (consciously or unconsciously) what level
of engagement they will give their employers.
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Current Views of Employee Engagement (Post-Study)

After conducting my field study, my perspective has changed significantly. I now
believe that a reciprocal trust relationship, with ongoing dialogue, is essential between
employees and supervisors. The initial reasons employees are attracted to a given
organization may vary; however, employees will not become and/or remain engaged if the
organization does not meet their needs. For example, an individual may be attracted to the
organization’s mission, or reputation for quality products and services, or community
activities that the organization sponsors. Individual employees may need/want affiliation and
comradery among co-workers; meaningful responsibilities; promotional opportunities; or
simply job security. But what connects best (after the initial attraction to the job) for the
employee is the relationship with his/her supervisor.
Although I initially believed that engagement was dependent on the workplace
environment, the company culture, and management actions, I now believe that one or more
of those three influencers could operate independently and still inspire/sustain engagement.
Employee engagement occurs when employees know what to expect, have resources
to complete their work, participate in opportunities for growth and feedback, and feel that
they contribute significantly to the organization (Harter et al., 2003). Figure 19 depicts my
current concept of employee engagement.
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Figure 19. Post-Study Conceptualization of Employee Engagement.

The colored fields in the figure denote:


Company culture – green rectangle



The Employee’s immediate work environment – peach cloud



The Trust Relationship – blue oval



Communication – yellow oval
o Cuts across the company culture
o Occurs within the employee’s work environment
o Is the basis of the trust relationship between employee & supervisor
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The Trust Relationship

Figure 18 depicts the supervisor and subordinate grounded in a trusting relationship,
acting as business partners, with ongoing, two-way communication (the blue oval field in the
figure). They are working in a participative partnership to ensure positive outcomes (e.g.,
meeting company goals, schedules, and budgets). The high trust relationship is built on and
requires integrity, respect, and sincerity on the part of both partners. They are depicted on the
same level to indicate that they share a mutual respect for each other’s jobs, talents, ideas,
questions, and feedback – regardless of each other’s organizational rank. The trust
relationship is essential to employee engagement.

The Importance of Communication

Communication is depicted as a yellow oval that permeates throughout the workplace.
It overlaps with the employee’s environment (peach-colored cloud) and the company’s culture
(green rectangular field). To be effective, communication in the supervisor/employee
relationship develops and is sustained by an ongoing dialog. The arrows indicate that
communication flows both ways, with each partner contributing to the conversation as well as
listening to the other person. Participative indicates that the supervisor seeks out the
employee’s ideas (e.g., how to cut costs, work more efficiently, and/or eliminate waste). The
dialog concerns work issues (e.g., policies, procedures, strategies, and tactics) and
transparency (e.g., relaying the company vision, providing the why behind requests,
escalating issues and proposed solutions). The dialog is focused on achieving workplace
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success, that is, meeting or exceeding company and work unit goals. Communication is
crucial in today’s world of remote reporting, increased demands and time pressures, and the
use of e-communication and social media.
The arrows emanating from and through the communication circle indicate that
communication is the driver of the trust relationship as well as driving the elements of
employee affiliation, accountability, and recognition.

Affiliation

Affiliation refers to the feelings an employee has, such as a sense of belonging to the
organization, being included, being heard or listened to when the individual has information
to offer or a question to ask. Also, affiliation is the sense that diversity is being honored with
respect to an employee’s religion, race, color, gender, age, sexual orientation, physical
differences or mental capabilities. Affiliation is an employee’s sense of connectedness with
(a) management (up the line from the employee’s position), (b) the organizational mission and
values, and (c) colleagues – that is, experiencing support from management and coworkers.
Affiliation is authenticated through communication within the organization – upward,
downward, and lateral.

Recognition (and Rewards)
Communication (or lack of it) drives the employees’ perceptions of rewards,
recognition and fairness in the workplace. Employees crave positive reinforcement. For most
people, rewards refer to salary increases, bonuses, incentives and benefit programs. In a down
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economy, companies tend to devote fewer resources to monetary rewards. In such economic
environments, recognition becomes even more important. Recognition refers to
acknowledging and rewarding desired behaviors, results, and good work in a timely, specific,
sincere, and individual manner.
Recognition is accomplished through effective and timely communication, customized
to each employee’s talents and preferences. Such communication requires that supervisors
take time to learn about their employees’ experiences, interests, and external factors that may
affect their work lives.

Accountability

Employees rely on supervisors to clearly communicate their expectations, and to
provide timely feedback on performance. Engaged employees demonstrate accountability by
owning their workmanship and by achieving desired results. Supervisors foster employee
accountability by providing:


Specific and realistic performance expectations;



Defining (and following through on) consequences for workers who perform below
expectations;



Identifying gaps between an employee’s skill set and job requirements;



Providing timely, behavior-specific, and supportive feedback;



Coaching, mentoring, and training employees according to each individual’s needs.
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Managers demonstrate accountability by providing adequate resources so that employees can
accomplish their work objectives. The accountability process is accomplished through
effective communication.
Influencers on Engagement

Figure 18 includes three influencers on engagement:


Organizational culture (depicted by the large, square, green field);



Workplace environment (depicted by the peach-colored cloud shape); and,



Management skills/actions, which are depicted with an arrow indicating that they have
an effect on the employees’ perceptions of the organization’s culture, their immediate
work environment, and the trust relationship they have with their supervisor.

Organizational Culture
An organization’s culture includes the norms of behaviors and shared values within
the company. Culture is difficult to change; however, it may need to change in order to
inspire and support engagement.

Workplace Environment
This component of Figure 18 includes:


Physical aspects – the physical energies exerted by employees to accomplish their
roles; the workplace surroundings; tools and materials they use;
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Emotional aspects: employees’ sense personal security; how they feel about their
organization;



Psychological aspects – emotional (i.e., stress levels), which is affected by the (a)
prevalence or absence of turbulence, (b) rates of change, turnover, (c) complexity in
organizational hierarchy, and (d) difficulty of tasks to be accomplished; and cognitive
(use of mental judgment and reasoning processes).
Kahn (1990) defines employee engagement as “the harnessing of organization

members’ selves to their work roles; in engagement, people employ and express themselves
physically, cognitively, and emotionally during role performances” (p. 694). In plain
language, engagement is being psychologically present as well as physically, when
performing an organizational role (Kahn, 1990).

Management Skills/Actions
Supervisors and company managers affect engagement by what they do (actions) and
what they say (verbally and in their non-verbal acts). Supervisors and managers have the
capacity to inspire affiliation, nurture and reinforce accountability, and provide rewards and
recognition. In doing so, the supervisor must deal with each employee’s individuality and
work with their groups to inspire teamwork. Supervisors and managers are representatives
and stewards of their organization.
Employee engagement thrives when all three influencers collectively support the
engagement process. Yet, I believe that engagement can exist even if all three influences are
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not acting in concert. (Refer to the section in this chapter entitled “Reflections on the
Supervisor Role.”)
Reflections on the Post-Study Conceptualization

This research study led me to believe that employee engagement is closely related to
employees’ feelings and perceptions of being valued and involved. Those feelings are
propelled by effective leadership, two-way communication, and trusting partnership
relationships.
Based on this study, I would define employee engagement as the holistic energy
(physical, cognitive, and emotional) an employee chooses to exert, within the work role,
toward achieving the employer’s goals. Engagement involves ongoing, two-way
communication (with management, coworkers and other organizational members,
customers/clients, and suppliers). This shared communication experience fosters a sense of
attachment to the organization. The engaged individual experiences a sense of self-efficacy
and pride, which promotes sustained discretionary effort by the employee.
Although the research raised many questions (as research often does), it confirmed
some beliefs concerning employee engagement. The research clarified for me the importance
of engagement components that previously had been under-valued. It gave me a refined and
sharper thought pattern for the future. Although the study was framed in the economic
downturn, I believe that the strategies used during that time frame can be substituted during
other crisis or disaster situations. My belief is that the down economic environment in which
the supervisors worked is explained well by Whittington and Galpin (2010):
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In the midst of urgent economic reality, many managers have overlooked some critical
but elementary tasks in terms of their employees. Yet the need to engage employees is
particularly crucial during a recession, when mantras such as “do more with less”
seem to replace happy talk about the value of human resources. Often, employees are
required to take on extra duties after their colleagues are laid off. But, with no
financial incentive for doing so, affective commitment to the organization begins to
wear thin. (p. 14)
I contend that the period following the recession should also be included in this
preceding assertion, because the research indicates companies (large and small) are still
suffering from the ramifications of the economic downturn.

Reflections on the Significance of the Study

This study adds to the body of academic research from a unique perspective, because
it looks at the construct of employee engagement in the context of a down economy.
Participants answered the interview questions from the standpoint of a down economic
environment. This became an important contextual factor of the study. Participants provided
thick descriptions through their eyes; supervisors said that this is how we see engagement in
an environment that has been impacted by the great recession and the period following.
Additionally, this body of research adds to employee engagement literature, because little
research has been conducted on the phenomenon at a micro-level (i.e., the individual worker)
and through the lens of the first-line supervisor. Finally, the document offers practical
strategies for the supervisor/practitioner as well as the HR staff who develop programs on
engagement.
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Observations Based on Study Data

Reflections on the Supervisor Role

The supervisor role is crucial to employee engagement, because supervisors foster the
employees’ sense of involvement and value. Employees appreciate a caring manager (one
who is concerned about their well-being and safety). Kahn (1990) states that relationships do
not develop in places where employees feel unsafe or where they are unable to be themselves.
Most engaged employees also want management to involve them in the decision-making
process to the extent possible, or at the least by encouraging them to voice their workplace
ideas (e.g., about their jobs or the operation). Their immediate supervisor shows attentiveness
to the employees’ contributions by listening and valuing their involvement.
As mentioned earlier, organizational culture includes the norms, behaviors, and shared
visions. It also includes the workplace environment according to Dirkx (2001). A positive
workplace climate serves as motivation for employees to pursue their desires. It creates
purpose, shaping the context of learning experiences, and plays a critical role in constructing
meaning and knowledge (Dirkx, 2001). On the other hand, employees who experience
negative emotions at work – for a prolonged period of time – focus their available resources
on surviving each day. Being in survival mode contributes to employee disengagement. Yet,
while many workplaces were in the survival mode, negative feelings were blocked by some
managers. The supervisor can run interference between the company (corporate culture) and
employees.
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Assuming the supervisor uses the principles and strategies that foster a climate where
engagement can flourish, in my opinion, the supervisor may be the only influencer needed for
engagement. I think an interesting topic for future investigation would be to study whether or
not an immediate manager can be the sole influencer for engagement, or whether other
influencers must also be present. Agnes, one of the supervisors interviewed, made this
statement about fostering engagement.
I’ll be honest with you. I don’t think it’s done at the company level. I think it’s done at
an individual supervisory level (and maybe one or two levels up). But to be honest,
what our CEO is doing, it isn’t really much he can do. I don’t see him on a daily basis.
I don’t talk to him. He doesn’t have expectations from me. But [I do have expectations
of] my manager, my director, and my management team. And again it depends on
how big your company is, too, I guess. If you’re a really big company, it’s probably
going to be more tied to your more immediate supervisor and maybe a couple of levels
up that are really going to see that. At those levels, I think it’s showing respect for
sure. I don’t know how to word it, but recognizing that people have lives outside of
work and valuing that.

Participative Management Underlies Most Strategies

The prevailing strategy used by the majority of those interviewed involved a
participative management style. Whether their underlying philosophy was a belief in servant
leadership, emotional intelligence, leading by example, etc., the development of a solid trust
relationship relied on involving employees in the decision-making and honoring their
contributions. A number of interviewees cited each of these examples:


Communicating clear expectations and eliminating mixed messages, which involved
allowing employees to ask questions and being transparent about the “why” of
situations.
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Eliciting an ongoing dialogue through informal conversations and formal meetings.
This approach included inviting questions by the employee and honoring employee
feedback.



Responding to employee concerns and suggestions. For example, being honest about
why a suggestion may or may not be implemented. When warranted, conducting a
trial implementation of the suggestion, from the perspective that the employees
performing the job are the subject matter experts about the job.

These strategies appeared to work more readily in smaller organizations or smaller units of
very large organizations (where the unit supervisor had autonomy).
The human factor is a company’s most necessary avenue to success. I do not like to
call a person an asset, because a person is not machinery or a fixed object. Assets are
possessed by the employer and can be used by the employee in the performance of the job.
Employees do not belong to the employer. Employees have the choice to consider what level
of engagement or belonging they will offer to their employer and assets do not.
From my perspective, the smaller the organization, the higher the likelihood that
engagement will exist. (This may happen because employees feel more a part of the
organization, more needed, and more connected to the company.) Larger businesses tended to
adopt a micro-management philosophy in difficult economic times. Communication is more
difficult in such an environment. Managers may supervise more employees, so they cannot
spend the one-on-one time with an employee or the team compared to their small business
counterparts.
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Employees want life-work balance. In the work environment often brought on by
down economies – where employees are covering more work, carrying multiple
responsibilities, and doing more with less – employees do not want to be micro-managed.
People just want to be trusted to do their jobs.

Suggestions for Future Research

After reflecting on the findings of this study, and new questions that it raised, I am
formulating my ongoing research agenda, which includes:


Use the same (or similar) protocol questions, but interview workers representing union
and non-union, from large and small business in both the public and private sectors.
Then, compare their perspectives about engagement behaviors, indicators and factors
affecting engagement to those expressed by the first-line supervisors.



From the engaged employees’ perspectives, ask who/what inspired their engagement?
Who was the largest influencer: Immediate supervisor, next level of management or
higher in the organization? Were other influences present, such as the corporate
culture, mission, or vision of the organization?



Is there a greater percentage of engaged employees in smaller units than larger ones?
If so, what is causing the difference in motivation and inspiring engagement?



Can engagement be learned? If yes, and with the understanding that people learn in a
variety of ways, what is the best course of action to teach engagement? What
adjustments to work environment would be needed to reinforce the learning and to
ensure that new behaviors can thrive?
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Can engagement thrive given the right circumstances? For example, relationships
among the following are worthy of inquiry: (a) talents and job requirements, (b)
supervisory style and employee needs, (c) workplace environment/company culture
and employee needs/preferences, and (d) providing training versus providing
developmental opportunities to foster engagement.
I would like to develop an I-phone application based on my current study’s findings.

It would offer a job aid of strategies to consider under various conditions. Most people are
electronically connected, so a step-by-step app may be handy for the new or struggling
supervisor. It would provide them with options to consider, and help walk them through the
implementation. This process would be intended to reinforce adopting strategies that foster
engagement.
Theory building is greatly needed for the construct of engagement. At present there
are multiple conceptions of the phenomenon. As a result, engagement practices (a) vary
widely, (b) are not fully understood, (c) have not been authenticated, and (d) are not supported
jointly by academic standards and practitioners’ methodologies. Shuck, Rocco, and Albornoz
(2011) wrote:
A significant opportunity for human resource development (HRD) scholars and
practitioners to develop research agendas and practical strategies toward the forefront
of this emerging concept. As organizational leaders embrace employee engagement,
they are increasingly turning toward HRD professionals to develop and support
strategies that facilitate engagement-encouraging cultures. (p. 301)
Additional research is needed that addresses engagement by partnering academics and
practitioners. Their collaboration could: (1) determine areas of common concern and
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opportunity, (2) construct a set of strategies to be implemented, and (3) conduct a study using
independent groups to follow the implementation.
Shuck and Reio (2011) assert that the employee engagement construct is not fully
developed:
Employee engagement strategies are widely applied in practice, yet the construct
remains underdeveloped in the human resource development (HRD) literature. This
underdevelopment in the HRD scholarly community, combined with high levels of
interest in the HRD practitioner community, highlights the need for closing the gap in
theory, scholarship, and practice. (p. 419)
A shared understanding of engagement, acceptable to both academia and practitioners,
would be a helpful starting point for future research. Scholarly studies have examined
employee engagement under different protocols; consequently, the existence of different
definitions adds to the confusion felt by both researchers and practitioners. “Unless
employee engagement can be universally defined and measured, it cannot be managed; nor
can it be known if efforts to improve it are working” (Ferguson, 2007, p. 1). Although a
universally-accepted definition could provide a needed foundation for future research on
engagement, obtaining that level of agreement would be a success of epic proportions.
Because the employee engagement construct is evolving, it may be premature to expect a
universal definition of the phenomenon.
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Website Invitation to Participate in Survey

267
Invitation to Participate in the Study (email)

From: Susan K Warren [mailto:susan.k.warren@comcast.net]
Sent: Thursday, May 16, 2013 1:26 PM
To: <Person’s email address>
Subject: Thank You for Agreeing to Participate in Doctoral Dissertation
<Person’s First Name>,
Thanks for letting me persuade you to help me and I want you to know I appreciate
your participation in my dissertation field work. Thank you for being willing to
complete an online survey and be interviewed to add to the body of research for my
dissertation. I know you are a person who knows the concept of employee
engagement. I value any input you might be able to provide . Here is the link to the
30 minute on-line survey (average time taken by those who have participated)
http://skwconsulting.com/survey/ please double click on it or cut and paste to go to
the survey. Below and attached is the information I have been sending to all
participants.
Thank you for agreeing to participate in the study, Supervisors’ Perceptions of the
External and Internal Influences on Workplace Engagement. My objective is to
interview first-line supervisors to investigate their viewpoints on employee
engagement in the workplace during difficult economic times. (What impacts, if any,
occurred both positive and negative?)
Please review the informed consent form attached. You may either copy and sign it
now or I can have one available during our face–to-face interview. Prior to our meeting
there is an online information gathering survey and that link is provided:
http://skwconsulting.com/survey/
Please allow 30 to 60 minutes to complete it. There is no option to save and return,
so it is to be completed at one time.
My name is Susan Warren and I am a doctoral candidate. I have written the first
three chapters of my dissertation. Your contribution to the completion of the study
will help me finalize the dissertation and graduate. When it is published I will gladly
share a copy with you.
I will provide any additional information you may need. Please feel free to ask
questions by responding to this e-mail or by calling me. My cell phone number is
309-258-4284.
xxx-xxx-xxxx.
I appreciate the contribution you are making to field research and I am looking
forward to working with the technical matter experts within the business context.
Gratefully,

Susan
Susan K Warren
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Informed Consent to Survey (Website, Item 1 of Survey)
View of Web Survey: Item 1
Participant checked “Yes” to indicate his/her informed consent. Once “Yes” was checked,
the remaining questions displayed. If Participant checked “No,” the individual was
blocked from further participation in the survey.
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Example of Letter/Email to Potential Interviewee
(following completion of web survey)
Personal Information has been removed
To: Name of Potential Interviewee
Date
Subject Doctoral Dissertation
Thank you so much for the swift completion of the on-line survey. The next step
is the taped interview portion; it has been taking past participants anywhere from
thirty minutes to an hour. I reviewed the survey you submitted and I am eager to
talk with you. I would like to explore a bit further the concepts you mentioned
and then proceed through the actual interview questions. I have attached a copy
for your reference (Attachment One)
The second attachment is extremely important, I must have your permission to
include our shared information into the study. It is an informed consent form
which simply states you are willing to participate and be recorded. There are two
lines for signature (found on the second page) to confirm those two statements.
Your participation is confidential and you have been assigned a pseudonym for
the study (I do not use your name). After you sign the second page (that is the
one I need) you can either scan it in and return by email or mail to:
Susan K Warren
Home Street Address
Home City, State, Zip
I can call you at your convenience for the interview Please let me know what
day/time works best for you. Evening hours are also an option if you prefer.
The interview has been taking from one hour 30 minutes to an hour. It will be
best to allocate at least an hour of your time. Please let me know the date and
time (possibly provide a couple of options) when you can fit me into your
schedule and what time that will be most convenient for you to talk.
Thank you so much. Your participation is valued and appreciated. If you have any
questions please do not hesitate to call me at xxx-xxx-xxxx (Cell Phone).
Sincerely,

Susie Warren
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APPENDIX B
COMPILATION OF PARTICIPANT RESPONSES
BY SURVEY ITEM
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EE Defined

Respondent
1

2
3
4

5

6

7

8

9

10
11
12
13

EE Defined
Employee engagement happens when an employee shares the goals
of the company, both strategic and tactical. When fully engaged, the
workplace normally becomes a better environment. People are
happier and productivty is higher.
Employees care as much about the business and it's customers, as
they do about their personal lives.
Understanding and working toward the agency mission.
When employees are engaged, they feel they have a say or stake in
the operation. They have a chance to express their ideas without
fear of re2ction or the ideas are not important. An engaged
employee is more energetic, positive and productive.
Employees that are excited to come to work, similar to a child that
wants to go to school. We all need to go do something, but
engagement is all about wanting to do something and feeling a part
of it.
A clear articulation of the role and responsibility of the position, an
interactive interview which allows the individual to express
his/herself and ask questions. Also multiple contacts by
management staff to assist individuals once a position has been
offered and accepted.
Employees who are involved in, and enthusiastic about their work
further the business's interest. Unless the job is a true passion of the
employee, it seems it is few and far between to find employees
who put forward this type of commitment in this day of age.
An employee that gives extra thinking power. It's not about the
number of hours. It's about how engaged they are in the work that
is being done and their willingness to not just go for the easiest
answer. It's about being positive and willing to try something new.
Employees who care and seek improvement. Employees who pull
together for the common good, the sense of "teamwork" is evident.
Employees who are excited about coming to work.
Interactions between supervisor and employee, encouraging input
from employee.
They are doing their job.
Employee engagement looks like every employee at every level.
Employees working together to the best of their ability. Employees
trying to do a good job and not just going through the motions.
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14
It looks like employees who find meaning in what they do and put
forth their best efforts.
15
An engaged employee participates in not only their job to the best
of their abilities but the company/organization as well. Cares about
their work product as well as the company/organization as a whole.
Is able to communicate thoughts and ideas well, is able to give and
receive feedback in a manner that benefits both the giver and
receiver.
16
Worker satisfaction and teamwork.
17
It looks like a good rapport between employee and employers and
having everyone work together.
18
Employee engagement to me is when you have commitment
towards the common goal of the organization by all levels within
the company, no matter what level, craft or management.
19
When all levels of work are willfully completed.
20
Employee engagement in when everyone accepts their role and
responsibility in making sure the goals and expectations are being
met. It comes about when all parties are in communication of
knowing what those goals and expectations are daily.
21
Understanding and support of the strategy and goals for the
organization, belief in leadership, willingness to work with team to
meet objectives, feeling empowered to do the right things,
22
Employee engagement should be giving employees a say in how
their work is performed. Giving them feedback and allowing them
to give management feedback on performance, goal achievement
and the success of the business.
23
Employee engagement is the employees' willingness to contribute
to the success of the agency/business. It's going beyond what is
expected to give a discretionary effort. It is the employee's personal
commitment to do the best that he/she can do.
24
Employee Engagement is the involvement of Managers,
craft(bargaining unit), in any type of work: all looking for one
productive outcome at the end of a day, month, quarter etc.
It is also the workers working together for one common purpose, to
be productive in a safe environment.
25
It's non existent in the Postal service. This would include craft,
front line supervisors and mid-level management. That's not
happening at all.
26
Team work to get to one goal, the finished product, getting the
work done.
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27
It involves having all levels of employees in an organization
participating on an equal level, with all input given proper
consideration, without judgment.
28
I feel that my employees engagement in my unit of Supervision is
getting the job done and agreeing to get it done right the first time.
29
It is employees actively working to support the overall organization
goals as well as local unit objectives. It taps into their
"discretionary effort".
30
The term employee engagement, to me, reflects a sense of
ownership that has been instilled by supervisors/owners. In other
words, the employee may have a job description, but he/she is
encouraged and empowered to go above and beyond what is
expected to make the most of their individual talents and gifts for
the ultimate benefit of all involved.
31
Energized, smiling, "present" work force. Minimal absenteeism.
Volunteers for work. Shows up, both physically and mentally.
Works without being asked or told, to get the job done.
32
Employee Engagement is motivating your employees to perform
their work responsibilities willingly while feeling their efforts are
appreciated and important to the organization.
33
Employees enjoy coming to work and enjoy the work itself. They
are valued and appreciated by supervisors and by the organization.
Employees have opportunities for development, and supervisors
take the time to get to know employee strengths and challenges.
34
Employee engagement to me matches the model laid forth by Dan
Pink - Autonomy, Mastery, and Purpose.
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Role of Supervisor
Ultimately my role as a supervisor is to help the company achieve its
goals. Goals cannot be achieved without keeping the workforce
happy.
I work with others to determine what our customers and business
needs, determine how my group contributes, and provide the clarity,
direction and/or coaching for my group to meet the need.
Plan, organize, motivate and control!
The role of a supervisor is to work along side of the team. Promote
employee engagement and foster healthy work relations. Not afraid
to coach for success and hold to the accountability as needed.
Father, uncle, policeman, social worker, coach, pacesetter, student,
teacher, mentor, advocate. All of these touch engagement depending
on the situation at hand.
An ambassador representing the organization to candidates and the
community. In the engagement process, my role is to develop a level
of comfort that an individual can initiate a line of communication so
that both parties are clear what to expect and that they will be treated
respectfully.
I am a business owner. I was previously a Supervisor for the State of
Illinois before retirement
Making sure that my employees know I respect them and value them
and that I appreciate their opinion and what they bring to the party.
I see no big difference between a supervisor and a higher leader. As a
supervisor I work directly with staff on everyday assignments. It's my
job to see that employees get everything they need to accomplish
everyday assignments.
I am there to supply my employees with the tools to achieve their
tasks.
To inform employees of work expectations and making certain they
are familiar with the tools needed to the job. I also track performance
to see that the job is done correctly.
To be as open and honest as possible with employees. Remembering
you're their supervisor and not necessarily their friend.
I have supervised a small office staff for over 20 years and have
supervised 10-15 people for about 7 years.
I serve as an organizer of stakeholder input and a guide for decisionmaking in the school district. I need to model appropriate behaviors,
work ethic, and concern for our students and community.
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Role of Supervisor
One of a coach/facilitator, helping people become the best person
they can. Having open honest communicate as close to real-time as
possible with each person. Expecting to both give and receive
feedback to allow for growth as a person and as a
company/organization.
Training, work assignments, assure safe environment and
harmonious relations
Depends on the day, but mostly rewarding, and helping to teach life
lessons, to those less fortunate to have been brought up with good
integrity or for the young.
my role as management is to keep the employee informed on the
organizational goals and what we are lacking in order to make those
goals. my job also is to remove obstacles which may be impacting
those targets from being achieved, coach and hold employees
accountable to hit those targets.
To maximize and recognize employee strengths. To help maintain a
positive work environment.
My role is communicate expectations and making sure the employees
have the proper training and skills to meet those expectations. I have
the responsibility of holding employees accountable for their job
performance and help meet the goals of the Postal Service.
ensure the team understands the strategy and goals, motivate
employees to meet objectives, remove red tape, recognize their
efforts, address performance/people issues
My role is to provide my employees with an environment for them to
help the organization meet or exceed its' objectives. I also need to
develop subordinates, have short-term and long-term objectives and
to analyze processes for improvements.
The goal of a supervisor is to coach and counsel for improved work
performance. It's important to give instructions as well as reasons
why things are done in a certain manner. If modifications are made,
supervisors should explain why. Supervisors should encourage
feedback. Most importantly, supervisors must make employees feel
like part of a team.
Hellacious-just kidding.
They don't let me do anything on my own any longer. For 15 years I
pretty much ran my whole unit without ever having to ask to
permission. now they just send me emails on what I'm to do.
I am the Team Leader of the unit. It is being the person that
employees come to in order to get the work done. I compile to
accomplish my unit goal using my employees to get the goal
accomplishment.
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Role of Supervisor
To provide information, direction and guidance to subordinate
employees to the extent they understand the goals of the unit and why
they are important to the success of the organization. My role
includes addressing employee performance that adversely impacts
the organization's ability to achieve its goals and take appropriate
action to correct.
I am here to assist, instruct, teach, train and mentor my craft
employee to be self sufficient as much as possible. I ensure that they
know the goals and how their performance will make it possible to
obtain those goals.
My role is to enable my employees to be successful, giving them
direction and removing obstacles for their success.
My role as supervisor is to train the staff as well as possible and
continue to train. But then I need to step back and let them make the
job their own. I should look for opportunities to encourage and
praise when appropriate and correct when necessary.
Conductor rather than director.
My role is to ensure that our membership is served to the best of our
capabilities in a courteous and professional manner. In addition,
there are many clerical and reporting requirements that I need to be
certain are performed in a timely fashion.
My role as a supervisor is to lead, support, coach, and encourage
employees and students (I supervise interns) to work towards
organizational goals and their own personal development.
Growing my workers' skills and facilitating their development
through productive activities where they are always challenged, but
not insurmountably so.

278
EE Characteristics from Supervisor’s Perception
Respondent
1

2
3
4

5

6

7

8

9

10
11

12

EE Characteristics from Supervisor’s Perception
There is more communication among everyone. People are more
open and honest. Employees may feel that if the company fails to
achieve its goals then they fail.
Employees care as much about the business and its customers, as
they do about their personal lives.
helping employees to understand, accept and promote their role in
the agency's work
Open communication between supervisor and employee. Employees
are not afraid to bring ideas and suggestions to the supervisor. The
employee positively promotes their company to others in the
community as a good place to work. Characterized as fun, fair and
consistent.
I have accountability for advocating the work environment for my
folks, depending on the situation, to remove obstacles and provide
opportunities for them to make progress.
An ambassador representing the organization to candidates and the
community. In the engagement process, my role is to develop a
level of comfort that an individual can initiate a line of
communication so that both parties are clear what to expect and that
they will be treated respectfully.
Again it goes back to question #2: employees who are involved in
and enthusiastic about their work… have a passion for the job. I just
cannot seem to find those with full interest in the business.
An employee that gives extra thinking power. It's not about the
number of hours. It's about how engaged they are in the work that is
being done and their willingness to not just go for the easiest
answer. It's about being positive and willing to try something new.
It's my job to first hire the "right" people then provide an
atmosphere where they can "feel" engaged. Trust and empowerment
are the backbone of engagement.
Open door policy where employee always feel they can talk to
supervisor.
A person performing the duties of their position in an effective and
efficient manner. As a supervisor for the past ten years, I can
evaluate the work and the employee's performance. If assistance is
needed I provide it when possible.
Making myself available for assistance, guidance and up-to-date
information when needed. That might mean, and has, making
myself available even when traveling or on vacation. Once you
establish that level of trust the job becomes much easier.
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EE Characteristics from Supervisor’s Perception
Doing a good job without complaint, thinking outside the box, and
trying to provide good customer service.
From my role, employees who are engaged care about the academic
and social growth of their students. They understand how their roles
fit into the larger picture of our community.
A life style/culture of engagement. It is not an event or something
done once in a while, it is a culture the fosters open, honest and realtime communication for everyone. It is something that is caught as
well as taught everyday, the little things are very important.
Empowerment to point out problem in the process, maintain good
relations, and to help with corrective action, if needed
Keeping the lines of communication open, and knowing when to
separate yourself as a friend vs. boss.
employees offering proactive suggestions to help the organization
succeed. employees that see the big picture and what part they play
in reaching those targets.
When the employee is working at 100% without feeling
overwhelmed or overworked. When employees are proactive when
working on projects.
It is a daily interaction between management and employee. It is the
employee accepting their role and their involvement in making sure
the job gets done right the first time every time.
the team willing to put in the effort to meet objectives while
maintaining our code of conduct, team members supporting each
other
People work as a team. Although team members have different jobs
in the business, everyone's contribution should be considered vital
for the team (business) to succeed.
Employee engagement is the result of employees being part of the
team and believing that the success of the agency is success for
them. It is doing the right things and doing them correctly.
Making sure they are informed of the latest news in the Company so
that they can develop their own Morale boosting mechanism's.
Keeping engaged at a job that is routine can be a drag at times but
employees need to stimulate themselves mentally to be alert so they
can think of the "Good" that comes from a job.
I always sit down with my folks, when we have large pro2ct and
discuss all aspects of what needs to be done. Then, I let them share
their Ideas and we formulate a plan.
Employee knowing the work assignments of the unit and working
together as a group to get the work done. If unable to get the work
done, employees try to get a game plan to get that done.
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EE Characteristics from Supervisor’s Perception
As an opportunity to gather diverse ideas to achieve corporate goals
and at the same time enhance an employee's self-worth by involving
them in the process to reach an established goal.
I feel we always need communication for all aspects of our jobs.
It is motivating my employees to go beyond their basic job
description and strive for excellence.
In my opinion, employee engagement occurs when a staff member is
trained well enough that they take ownership of the position and
bring all their unique talents to excel at their position as well as
positively impact the rest of the company.
Employees that show up, step up and volunteer, stretch themselves,
rarely miss work, go the extra mile willingly, serve the greater good.
Employee engagement involves motivating the staff to effectively
and efficiently perform the tasks necessary to accomplish the goals
of the organization.
It's my responsibility to create an environment in which people are
more likely to be engaged by doing the following: showing
appreciation, getting to know them as a person, providing
development opportunities, removing barriers or ineffective
processes, and being genuine.
When an employee is coming to me with ideas, tasks and goals...
That's an engaged employee.
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EE Elements
Communication, job satisfaction, higher productivity, People are
more willing to take the initiative,
Passion for the work and the business, satisfaction with
contributions, discretionary effort.
Understanding the mission, the goals and objectives of the agency as
it relates to their role. Do they feel they have a role?
fair and consistent leadership, open communications from
leadership, positive attitudes from leadership, leaders are not afraid
to work alongside employees when a pro2ct has to be completed in a
quick fashion, and most important is the ability to openly listen to
employees.
The most prevalent in my opinion is the perception that someone has
a purpose and they are in control of advancing towards a goal. The
goal must be aligned with their expectations, beliefs, values and
passion.
An ambassador representing the organization to candidates and the
community. In the engagement process, my role is to develop a
level of comfort that an individual can initiate a line of
communication so that both parties are clear what to expect and that
they will be treated respectfully.
The piece of engagement in my opinions is reliability on the
employee.
attitude, trust
Trust, tremendous training program, empowerment, hiring the right
people.
Listening, input and response.
Employees who are driven to get the task assigned to them within
their job done in a timely manner.
Availability, communication, honesty, trust.
Attention to detail, trying to satisfy the customer's needs, working
without complaint, and going the extra mile.
Engagement is made up of effort, purpose, care, attention to detail,
and more.
Honesty, productivity, see a bigger picture, what part they play in
how the company/organization is able to meet goals. Offer ideas,
thoughts, suggestions and ask questions. Being a learner.
Empowerment, self-starter, employee responsibility, management
responsibility
Basically, the same as above, just knowing when to "supervise".
commitment to the organization, always open minded for continuous
learning, being proactive when solving problems when they arise.

282
Respondent
19
20

21
22

23

24

25
26
27

28
29

30

31

EE Elements
Environment, attitude, respect, praise.
Communication is the biggest aspect needed. You need to make sure
everyone is properly trained and then have continuous follow-up to
make sure processes and procedures are in place to meet
expectations.
leadership, recognition, trust, empowerment, clarity
Hiring good people, training them right, leading by example,
correcting poor behavior or performance and rewarding good
behavior and success. Asking for full participation and challenging
team members to come up with better ways to get the job done.
Recognize individuals for supervisor performance.
(1)Define-Eliminate confusion. Define what needs to be done, and
how to do it. If policy or regulations apply and cannot be changed,
emphasize that. (2)Communicate-Keep employees informed. Allow
feedback. (3)Benchmark/Feedback-Let employees know how they're
doing. Compliment and say "thanks" for jobs well-done. Identify
opportunities for improvement.
Working together in possible tight surroundings because the system
or assembly line demands it. Having a Supervisor/Employee
professional relationship. Helping each other out (Teamwork),
because everybody needs help sooner or later.
wellness, open minded, positive attitude peoples abilities.
Listen to others, express your ideas, work together with your coworkers.
Youth and maturity of employees based on the years of service in
the organization. Various educational levels. Diversity of race,
creed, color and sex.
We all are here to do a job and that job needs to be completed timely
and correct the first time around.
I think there are two main aspects, local objectives (how to make our
operating unit the best it can be) and an overall organizational
objective (going beyond our local unit to see what contributions can
be made (sales leads for example).
Having a working knowledge of the basics of their position, self
confidence, a positive mental attitude and knowing that what they
are doing is contributing to the success of the company.
Empowered, energized, enthusiastic, showing initiative, team play,
positive attitude but challenging the status quo.
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It is important to respect our employees at all times. This respect is
manifested in several ways. It is necessary to provide our employees
the necessary training and guidance to perform the tasks given to
them, to listen earnestly to their suggestions or concerns involving
our operation, and to be responsive to their individual needs as
possible.
Showing appreciation, getting to know employees, experiencing
what employees have to deal with on a daily basis, recognizing
hidden talents, developing people, rewarding effort, removing
barriers to effective work, empowering people, helping them reach
their dreams, being genuine.
Energy, Involvement, Accountability.
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EE Elements, Examples
The company I used to work for was losing work. The only
customer it had was pulling work out monthly. For years the
customer was telling our company that if we did not become ISO
certified, we would be out of work in less than one year. I took the
first step in finding someone that would teach us how to become
ISO certified. The employees followed.
One past and one present employee have described their job as their
favorite.
Each individual we serve has a Individual Program Plan that
Program Managers must develop with the individual served and
significant others. Employees must know what they need to do to
assist in implementation. If they do not know or care, it is a signal
to us that they are not engaged.
During our peak holiday season we would go from inbounding 10
trucks an hour to seeing a truck count in the range of 40 per hour.
The two employees were beyond their capacity. Either I or one of
my supervisors would adjust by assisting with the peak time of
inbounding. This also allowed for employee contacts and listen to
ideas to streamline.
Well passion for technical things is pretty easy, because we hire for
that, so it's there naturally. Values and passion in my area are
wrapped around aesthetics, information and making good long term
decisions. The key to engagement is to identify the gaps in
expectations between the organization and people trying to improve
the organization.
It starts from the initial interview, subsequent contacts prior to
offering the position, offering assistance from the first day of
employment and being open and available to staff as they encounter
difficulties which are not addressed by immediate supervisors.
Yes. I currently have a intern who is working on her culinary arts
degree working for me. This is her field of study so she is interested
in this line of work.
yes, but I'd have a difficult time explaining them in 350 characters.
I have a employee committee that is called The Facilities
Assessment Team who's job is to assess our department and provide
leadership for new ways of doing things. We try to invert the
pyramid and provide servant leadership. We strive to have a
tremendous training program. We give responsibility to staff for
improvement.
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EE Elements, Examples
Listen to employees who may make suggestions to process the mail
faster or to make job easier. As the supervisor I would research the
suggestions and either make the changes necessary to achieve the
suggestion or explain to the employee why the suggestion would not
work.
People who distribute their mail and are focused on the task at hand
with accuracy and speed.
Given change within the organization it is up to the supervisor to
communicate the news. One can simply read it and give the
employee a copy, or take the time to explain the information and
answer any questions. Next help the employee implement, comply
and monitor.
Parts employees giving customers tips on how to install a
motorcycle tube or what kind of oil to use. Looking up phone
numbers for customers to go to another store that might have an
item they need. Business manager trying multiple lenders to get a
customer the financing they need.
I often see teachers who give of their time and talents beyond the
"work day" to help students succeed. Teacher and administrators
take an interest in students' athletic events, performances, and more.
They show that they care both in and out of the classroom.
Seeing how my work product affects internal customers down the
line as well as our external customers. One small thing I can do
differently significantly changes the effort needed by the next person
receiving my work. Office admin verifying phone numbers rather
than passing it on only to find out later the case manager was lost
without it.
Employees start shift either early or on time. If quality standard is
not met, employee stops process to correct. Employee responsible
to restart and corrective action is documented.
Don't be too quick to judge Listen to both sides of any story. Let
people work without supervision if possible, gives them higher selfesteem, which provides more productivity.
coming to work, reducing liability to the organization by being
regular in attendance, looking and suggesting to upper management
a better way to perform duties. seeing issues that arise and not
keeping quiet, reaching out to the proper folks to get them resolved
at the lowest level which saves $.
proper light, temperature and posture. Maintaining a "keep moving
forward" frame of mind. Treating employees as people, not objects.
Always praise the good, simple things like saying "please and thankyou".
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EE Elements, Examples
The most current example is scanning. The customer expects the
scans to be made because they want visibility. Customer want to
know where their package is until it is finally in their hands. It takes
constant monitoring of the scanning processes by clerks and carriers
to make sure expectations are being met. Then informing employees
the results.
good example - clarity - I have an annual strategy session with the
team to make sure they feel part of and understand our strategy.
negative example - trust - we are "accountable" for meeting our
deliverables, however, we have a lot of approvals required to get
things done so we're not really empowered
I have a young staff (22-25) and I give them opportunities to be
creative and come up with ideas, relying on their technical
background. When they are working hard, I pay particular attention
to asking key questions for understanding and give them my
perspective as a 64 yr. old manager. It works very well.
"Identify opportunities for improvement." Managers/Supervisors in
my agency once described these "opportunities" as "failures" This
embarrassed and often angered subordinates. Softening the language
made it positive to identify and eliminate failures.
Helping out a fellow worker on the machine I supervise which is the
High Speed Tray Sorter at the NDC in Forest Park, Il. Letter trays
can run heavy on one certain leg. Helping with new equipment for
that individual or printing placards goes a long way when you're
getting hit hard with Springfield IL for example.
Not anymore
Working on the Low Cost , having on a rotating as the dumper,
sorter, dispatch knowing that each part becomes one par. Each part
is important as the other. Bottom line the work gets down.
employee service groups and safety teams
When we train our employees to do a job or task then we should
also give them praise when done correctly. We should be positive
even when things are not so positive in our surroundings.
efficiency improvements locally, sales leads organizationally.
Many of the patients in our office make use of their insurance to
help pay for their care. There are many details that need to be dealt
with so that they can be reimbursed for care. If the details are not
taken care of, a denial for payment may result. This effects the
office as well as the patient.
n/a
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Examples of these elements are as follows: Shifting work schedules
to enable employees to attend children's events, taking their advice
on operational changes when the suggestion has merit, asking for
input during decision-making processes and giving sincere
consideration to that input, and allowing them job autonomy within
procedural guidelines.
Proclamation ceremonies, personal notes of thanks or
congratulations, entrusting decision-making in the classroom and
with projects, taking time to talk with students and get to know
them, coaching them through challenges, showing interest
When a worker comes ready to work, learn and produce
collaboratively with a sense of responsibility for the overall success
of the organization... that's what I'm talking about.
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1
Leadership.
2
Positive feelings about the business and customers, mission clarity
provided by leadership, good fit for employee talents with business
need, ability to see how employee contributions feed business success.
3
The employee must know and accept their role and not be distracted
by other influences.
4
How the employees see the senior and first line supervisors. They are
more engaged when they feel the leadership/company cares about
them and their families.
5
The key question should be what are the things you can change that
influence engagement, which varies by personality type and what the
situation is (and what is being done). Constant attention to
expectations, coaching, talking plans through and level setting help
greatly.
6
Open, honest and respectful treatment of others.
7
Supervisor example and encouragement.
8
the leadership and the other people in the group
9
The rumor mill. The facilities assessment team quells many rumors
because of their involvement in the administrative side of information.
Employee meetings are held and employee newsletter.
10
Past experiences and opinion by others or your own about the person
you are dealing with
11
The supervisor influences engagement by making clear expectations,
following up to see if they need assistance and checking that the entire
workforce is gainfully employed during peak volume times.
12
Many factors. Corporate guidelines on what/how to communicate.
Employee attitude or previous history. Moreover, even though we
might not agree with engagement policy, we MUST stay within the
guidelines; usually for legal reasons.
13
Being in the right job, attitude, personal problems.
14
Different people are influenced in different ways. Some have an
internal drive for what they do (and why they do it) that keeps them
engaged at work. Others thrive on feedback from students, parents,
and administrators to reinforce the good work they are doing.
15
Expectations put forth from leadership. Peers. Culture. Past work
history
16
Work experience, environment, and management
17
attitude on both sides, (employer and employee)
18
positive attitude, feeling invested in the company you work for, being
included when changes occur
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19
In our business the clients will influence the engagement due to the
many financial challenges that may arise and the sometimes small
amount of time that we are give to fulfill the requirement.
20
Employees being acknowledged and appreciated for the things they do
to meet the expectations of the postal service. Employees want to feel
appreciated for the hard work they do daily. Therefore you need
follow-up and recognition when expectations have been met.
21
work climate and how people are treated, type of expectations, clarity
of goals, how people are treated
22
It is a balance between management and the employee. Management
has to be willing to take the time to explain the why's and get feedback
from employees as to the how's. Then you have to make time to talk
about things and not just rush to judgment and impose your ideas in a
vacuum.
23
Acknowledging that every position, regardless of the title and pay
level, is an important part of the team encourages engagement. If there
were no janitors, managers and executives need to make time to clean
to provide toilet paper for washrooms. Every business has ytdious
jobs. Show appreciation for those who do them well.
24
Attitude and good safe surroundings. A Fair, Supportive and
Knowledgeable management team makes a difference too.
25
I think sometimes it's just making sure I embrace it myself. We have
had classes and training sessions on it [EE], but we are not focused on
Service any longer to make it part of our day to day thinking, and
that's why I think we are suffering and employees at all levels are not
happy.
26
Ability to work together as a team.
27
Being informed on why something is occurring, the rationale behind
the decision, and what is the expected result and impact on employees
28
I do. My team influences engagement. We need to work together
always.
29
Positive attitudes and open communications. making people feel
valued.
30
Again, I think that proper training and the right attitude are huge
influences.
31
Leadership. Communication. Recognition. TRUST.
32
Human emotions of both the employee and the supervisor, credit
union board decisions, member interactions, and stress to complete
required tasks in a timely fashion all influence employee engagement.
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33
Supervisors directly influence engagement, along with other elements
of the work environment. Colleagues and coworkers can also
influence engagement. External issues that employees are dealing
with can also influence engagement.
34
Freedom to do as someone sees fit, Skills and tools to perform the
work, and a clear idea of how their involvement shapes the entire org.
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EE – Internal and External Indicators
Leadership. The people in the company realized we needed to do
something or find new jobs.
2008 economic downturn affected different people differently. Some
had jobs that were targeted for elimination, and they became
disengaged because the were not needed. Others saw the risky
environment, and worked even harder to both keep their jobs and
keep the business healthy.
Sometimes an employee will believe that the individuals we serve
will not be adversely affected by going outside to smoke and leaving
the individuals unsupervised and sub2ct to danger.
When leadership/supervisors to not give employees time to bring
converse. Our facility took a negative turn when the senior staff
made a building wide holiday schedule adjustment on very short
notice. External forces involved was the need of a small community
after a tornado. Our facility did not get engaged in the support and
therefore felt it.
External forces - as business becomes more cost focused, ultimately
workloads increase and therefore gaps in expectations increase,
decreasing engagement. Slow growth economies result in higher
focus on quality and cost, placing more burden on the workforce and
decreasing engagement. Some companies tend to reorganize more
in difficult times.
Not clear what the terms internal/external forces mean in this
context.
Neighboring business owners who have helped encourage and some
that have discouraged the business have had the most influence.
A lack of transparency, when internal or external forces are at work,
will only create gossip which will erode any positive engagement a
leader has built.
Some employees believe rumors, rumors can erode and degrade
engagement. Employees want to be treated fairly until something
happens to them, then they want the boss to bend the rule for them.
We strive very hard to stay the course in following the union
contract.
Less supervisors and employees and more mechanical work
Internal influences come from supervisor relaying the safety
message and externally OSHA plays a part. External influences of
unions and what happens at the meeting that carries over to the job.
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EE – Internal and External Indicators
1. During labor negotiations supervisors can only walk/talk the
company line. To do otherwise can create more problems than
might be resolved. 2.Direction from legal due to possible or
pending litigation. 3. Newspaper articles providing information
from "sources" that might contradict communications.
We have had several people in the last few months with significant
personal problems. Their work performance has really suffered.
One in particular has really "checked out" as far as job performance.
I think his personal problems are so overwhelming that he cannot
function well.
I know of teachers and administrators who keep files of "thank-you"
notes and other positive reinforcements to remind them that what
they are doing has meaning and makes a difference in the lives of
students. I also know of teachers who will not miss a single day of
work because they don't want to let their students down.
If past employer said they were open to new ideas and questions but
in reality didn't want to hear anything that didn't fit the model. Then
coming to a new company and understanding that you have to come
to terms with the past and understand that you are in a new
environment and need to learn that new ideas and questions are
expected.
Internal - employee's comfort level to assignment and management
parameters to that assignment. External - Environment, tools and
working conditions for employees
Personal lives, (i.e. employee, getting a divorce, won't stop talking
about her personal life to members/clients), they become annoyed
and she becomes distracted and cannot do her job properly)
economic impacts have reduced management ability to recognize
employees financially, reductions in mail volumes have further
reduced the ability for employees to earn more $ thru overtime.
I have a client that needs something within a specific period of time.
We are under a deadline, if the client does not get what they are
requesting, we could lose their business. There is pressure to
perform and make sure the job is completed correctly and the client
gets (x) in an appropriate timeframe.
Scanning is something most can relate to at work and home. Most of
us send and receive packages ourselves. We hear from friends,
family and neighbors how important scanning is to them. Our
customers internally and externally have driven home the need to
scan.
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EE – Internal and External Indicators
by involving the team in developing a strategy and goals, they feel a
part of it and want to see it succeed, also need to spend time as a
team on non-work-related issues - learn about others and value that
diversity both in and out of work
Some internal forces are work-rules like practices that have to be
followed, even though they are arcane. External forces are societal,
that upper management isn't supposed to be "friends" with staff or
take their counsel.
Employees who deal directly with the public daily seem to be
influenced by the people they serve. They have patrons who applaud
what they do. Their response is commitment to the patrons they
serve. Many internal forces don't seem to value their employees,
which results in disengagement.
With the downsizing of plenty of Companies and Supervisors
having to do "More with Less" it is tougher to engage with
employees today. Also, many employees are coming into the
workforce with a lower starting wage and that can be detrimental to
the Moral of some.
Internal is simply no one caring about it. external may start with
Customer concern or issue that needs to be resolved.
Different cultures and ideas and the diversity aspect helps to work
as one person.
Internal- Restructurings and Reduction In Force (RIF) have
negatively effected workplace engagement . External- Lack of
Congressional legislation that has resulted in restructures and RIF's
External to me is when we have no control over how or why things
are not done correctly. Internal is when I have control over what
needs to be done to get the job/task complete.
new managers' attitudes and asking employees what their
ideas/opinions are; explaining why certain objectives are important.
A death in the family, serious illness, computer breakdowns, tension
between staff members.
n/a
Some board decisions have adversely affected our employees
causing resentment. These decisions are beyond my control but have
an effect on employee morale and motivation. Bad moods of myself
or my employees can adversely affect workplace engagements. Too
many deadlines converging simultaneously can cause harmful stress
for the employee.
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EE – Internal and External Indicators
Internal: a high-level executive taking time to send an email to
congratulate an employee or thank them for an accomplishment.
Internal processes or systems that support employees rather than get
in the way or bog down the work. External: family or personal
issues that people struggle to deal with (especially if supervisors
take no interest)
Family stresses and personal events can always directly affect
engagement - stressed at home? You aren't going to be engaged at
work.
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EE IN A DOWN ECONOMY
EE in a Down Economy
Be visible and let the employees know we are in it together
Communicate that which can be communicated, as quickly as
possible. Clarify conditions and goals, and the connection
employee contributions have. Celebrate successes inexpensively
(verbal thank you, highlighting individual contributions to
leadership)
We have many meetings and discussions with employees at all
levels.
CBWA (coaching by walking around). Spend a few minutes each
day with each employee allowing them to share family and ask
questions. I even went out and caught enough fish to have a fish
fry where I cooked and prepared the entire meal for them.
Provided through creative scheduling the ability for them to sit and
relax during their meal and enjoy.
Simplify the work environment and pay more attention to what
matters on the soft side - spend time with people and spend time
on the elements that matter.
A clear articulation of the role and responsibility of the position,
an interactive interview which allows the individual to express
his/herself and ask questions. Also multiple contacts by
management staff to assist individuals once a position has been
offered and accepted.
Give the employee more hands on pro2cts
Share what you know and what you don't know and give frequent
updates
By giving the employee assessment team training on world, U.S.,
and Illinois economies they become aware where money comes
from and how it is spent, My budget is open to all employees.
Encourage and listen
Award employees with gift cards, t-shirts but with the economic
downturn people are recognized verbally with a thank you, you are
awesome and possibly a certificate of appreciation.
Honesty. Explain the rules governing RIF's, layoffs and
downsizing. Most importantly be consistent in the application of
policy. Inconsistency will always be viewed as "favoritism" or
"unfair". The same goes for pro2ct management.
Have management meetings. I tried to encourage them to sell
more product without letting them know how dire our financial
situation was. I really struggled with this. We have sold our
business and the new owners' have much more resources
financially.
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EE in a Down Economy
The best strategy I can offer is to be upfront and honest with the
staff. Financial woes always sour the morale of the organization,
but people appreciate information and time being given to them to
explain the economics at play.
We publish our financials on a monthly basis for staff to
understand where the company is at financially and how they can
help improve the numbers. Basic financial education is offered
before staff has access to numbers so they have a basis to
understand what they are seeing and how they can impact change.
During lean times usually means less people with more or less
same out put, therefore, something may have to be sacrificed to
maintain production. Circumstances will have to be altered and
plan developed to deal with changing times. Employees may have
a part of the decision making process.
Not sure , just have a positive attitude as the supervisor.
town hall meetings on a regular basis to explain where the
company is and more importantly where the company is going.
employees want to know that leadership has a plan to keep the
company solvent. be available, open and honest with the labor
organizations as well.
I try to maintain a positive attitude and not give up. I always make
sure that I do enough to keep everyone busy.
Talk with employees daily. But more importantly treat them the
way I want to be treated with Dignity and Respect. They are
people just like me. They need to know they are an important part
of the success of the postal service. It is more than about the job. It
is about a good quality of life at home and work.
focus on the goals, what value are we providing, show that you
care for the people - treat them individually, be open and honest
when you have bad news (ex. layoffs)
Recognition does not have to be monetary to be effective. When
you can give monetary recognition that is fine, but a honest
assessment of how hard someone has worked goes a long way to
fostering engagement.
During difficult economic times, our agency has lost money; pay
increases have ceased. All employees must be motivated to give
discretionary efforts to provide the best possible customer service.
Show customer we care. Treat employees with dignity and respect
to develop a team spirit. Emphasize that regeneration results from
a team effort.
Try my best to be a Positive person and start the day with a Sunny
Countenance as employees are stepping to the Time Clock.
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EE in a Down Economy
I try to give an upbeat out look even when things are not looking
so good. I also plan small parties at different times to help bring
the group together.
Have a five minute talk to discuss what the game plan is for the
day. Explain how they work the previous day and have open
business plan for the day.
I provide employees with facts, rationales behind organizations
decisions, and show how external forces are creating the internal
issues
I try my best to explain how or why we are in this situation at the
present time. Some do not like the fact that we need to cut back
i.e., overtime. But I always say if you were the owner how would
you want it to be ran? Or what would you do different to make a
difference in the workplace.
Communicate what the challenges are we are facing, treat people
right, with dignity and respect.
Having the staff on board with the primary mission of the office
helps with distractions.
More meetings face to face, with increased communication,
personal connection and care for the employees.
I feel it is important to give our employees a feeling of being
stakeholders in the organization by giving them the opportunity to
voice opinions, listening to their concerns, appropriately praising
their efforts, allowing them the autonomy to work independently
within prescribed guidelines, and providing the training and
guidance necessary.
Take time to listen to concerns; practice open communication - be
transparent about what the organization's plans are to deal with the
impact of an economic downturn.
Make sure your employees feel empowered by continually
checking in and verifying A M P.
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Define Disengagement
1
Negative attitudes, loss of productivity, more absences.
2
Complaining, questioning whether a contribution is really going to
make a difference, not willing to make any discretionary effort.
3
Self interest dominates
4
Employees that reflect disengagement are closed up and are
obviously negative about the employment and company.
5
People that show up for a paycheck
6
Closed, dishonest, noncommunicative relationship with staff in which
there is direction, without coaching/support or the opportunity to
provide constructive feedback about their treatment as an employee.
7
An employee who is not interested in the field of work.
8
There's disengaged and actively disengaged. A disengaged employee
just is kind of there. They contribute when asked. An actively
disengaged employee is one that is not happy and wants to be sure
and recruit others to not being happy as well.
9
Nobody smiles, nobody seems to care, employees are grouchy,
employees openly complain about company to anybody.
10
Employee and supervisor not willing to communicate with each other
11
Employees who stand around and talk because they have an
entitlement mentality because they are senior employees and think
the company owes them for their time in the service.
12
Absenteeism, poor attitude, high job turnover rate, lack of
involvement in daily duties, etc.
13
Not caring anymore about work or customer satisfaction. Snapping
at other employees and customers. Giving up and not doing their job.
14
Disengagement looks like employees who are simply "putting in the
time" and wishing they were closer to retirement.
15
Quiet, no questions, one word answers to questions, no ideas, won't
engage in conversation around improvements, complaining, gossip
16
Disinterest, lack of motivation
17
Total disruption in production or having poor relations/interactions
with clients. Continual tardiness or absenteeism.
18
higher sick leave usage, LWOP increases, SL impacts, reductions in
performance indicators, lack luster facility numbers against
previously demonstrated performance.
19
When the synergy has left the room and the attitudes are front and
center.
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Define Disengagement
20
A lack of communication that includes a lack of Dignity and Respect.
Management that fails to value the employee. Management that fails
to listen to feedback from the employee. Employees who have lost
their drive to do the right thing and lose sight of fo
21
people not fully supportive of the strategy, people not supporting
each other, inefficiency, lack of commitment,
22
When employees or management do not give discretionary effort;
that's the first sign of a cancer in the workplace. People see things go
wrong and just turn their heads away.
23
Disengagement looks like withdrawal or detachment. When the
manager doesn't care that an arbitrary change in non-schedule days
will leave the worker without a baby sitter, denial of annual leave
means one cannot attend a friend's funeral, the worker becom
24
Disengagement looks like a person that has little desire to help the
Company one works for and is probably a "downer" to be around.
25
autocratic, my way only, I'm the boss and I said so. etc.
26
Employees not work to the same goal. Working against each other.
27
Poor performance, excessive absences, employee indifference
28
Unorganized, tense just not a good all around environment for any of
us.
29
person doing the bare minimum or slightly less.
30
Apathy, disdain, lower quality of work.
31
Absent from work a lot. When there, not giving the best effort,
hiding out, doing the minimum, gone with the bell rings at the end of
the day.
32
Disengagement occurs when the employees feel their efforts are not
appreciated or feel their efforts have no purpose or value to the
organization.
33
Don't look forward to coming to work, don't enjoy the work
environment or the work itself. Not interested in taking on new
challenges; don't feel valued or appreciated.
34
decreased productivity, negativity, disillusionment.
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Disengagement Characteristics
I would characterize disengagement as the employees not trusting
leadership.
Complaining, questioning whether a contribution is really going to
make a difference, not willing to make any discretionary effort.
Abuse and/or Neglect
Non-productive work. Bad quality of work. Wasted time. Poor
attitudes about being at work.
People that show up for a paycheck.
Closed, dishonest, noncommunicative relationship with staff in
which there is direction, without coaching/support or the
opportunity to provide constructive feedback about their treatment
as an employee.
I do not currently have a employee who is disengaged in the job.
Just doing the minimum. Never volunteering anything without
being asked.
Problems such as: excessive absenteeism, lost productivity,
customer complaints, excessive disciplines, complaints from upper
management, employees leaving your company for another job.
Complete disinterest in goals of company
Employees who do not perform duties satisfactorily
Sometimes we never know this. How do you measure the lost
money saving "idea" or the employee who quit? Typically, on the
way out the employees seldom tell the truth on why they're leaving,
not wanting to "burn any bridges".
Detached, distracted.
I have seen employees who simply work their contractual,
minimum amount of time or who seem more annoyed than
energized at the opportunity to work with students.
Down beat culture, woah is me, can't do, can't be done, why me,
petty, back biting, pointing the finger at someone else, CYA,
always someone else's fault, no ownership or pride of work
product.
Output is low, low or no participation with other employees.
Poor attitude. Disruption in production. Poor relations and
interactions with clients. Continual tardiness or absenteeism.
seeing the workforce not care, increase in union activity, EEO
complaints, REDRESS and overall grievance activity.
When there is tension and miscommunication between everyone at
the office.
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Disengagement Characteristics
A unit that has a lack of leadership and communication that has
cause employees to lose sight of the expectations and goals of the
Postal Service. A unit that is failing in providing service to its
customers internally and externally.
people give up, no creative thinking, difficult to make changes,
more people going to therapists.
Disrespect between same levels of people, and disrespect for
senior-subordinate or subordinate-senior interactions. No
communications in the organization.
Employees do just enough to stay out of trouble. If the agency
demands a 95% performance rating, they never exceed that rating-even if they can. If two absences per month are tolerated, they
always have two unscheduled absences. Reports are never submitt
Pretty much the Answer to Q.10 should suffice. Disengagement
looks like a person that has little desire to help the Company one
works for and is probably a downer to be around.
unhappy staff, be it craft or management.
Disengagement occurs when people are not coming to work, high
call in to work. Employees working against the team.
Lack of commitment
Unorganized, tense just not a good all around environment for any
of us. Employee negative attitude can make your productivity or it
can break it all around. Negative energy feeds and spreads to
others. Just not good at all.
low performing units, poor customer service, low morale.
Not completing assigned tasks properly and on time, making the
same mistakes over and over, showing up late for work to name a
few.
Quiet, low energy, lack of smiles in the workplace, fear, low
volunteerism.
There will a reluctance or failure to perform assigned tasks. The
employee will do only what is assigned and will not take the
initiative to do more than what is assigned.
Disinterested, disconnected, just putting in time; no energy or
enthusiasm; depressed
they are tuned out... zoned out.
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Respondent
Disengagement – Internal and External Influences
1
Inside- Leadership Outside - the economy
2
Economy, interpersonal conflicts, poor quality work product, poor
fit between employee and job or business in general, difference in
opinion between boss and employee on goals or employee
performance.
3
Lack of security, poverty, not understanding consequences of their
behavior.
4
When employees bring up a concern that gets no action.
Leadership fails to take action even if that action is
communicating. Negative press about the company that is
perceived as true.
5
Unfortunately, many internal forces are unintended, but influence
folks anyway. Many are related to company responses during
difficult times, some are not. Some organizations have placed
very heavy burdens on supervisors - resulting in reduced
capability even though the accountability is there.
6
Not clear what the terms internal/external forces mean in this
context.
7
economic conditions
8
This is the same as for engagement...a lack of transparency, when
internal or external forces are at work, will only create gossipm
which will erode any positive engagement a leader has built.
9
Employee engagement or disengagement starts and ends with
management. Hire the right people and do the right things . I
believe in theory Y: employees want to do right. It's our quest to
get rid of forces that create a bad environment. When bosses
divide staff from management, disengagement will occur.
10
Employee downsizing and no profits.
11
Some management belittle employees, which takes them off task.
They want to relay to others what was said, and that can ruin
productivity.
12
Change. Poor communication about daily work and what might
be happening to influence the employee both in and outside of the
workplace. Engagement does not stop at the door or at 5:00
o'clock. Rumor, news (written, TV and electronic), politics.
13
Personal problems, attitude, feeling underpaid or not appreciated.
Worrying about whether business will be able to stay operating.
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Disengagement – Internal and External Influences
Disengagement can occur in education when it is hard to see a
return on your efforts. Sometimes test scores or homework
completion from the students don't seem to match the effort put in
by the teacher. This can lead to frustration, and over time,
disengagement.
Poor examples from top, management above saying "Do what I
say, not as I do". Lack of clear vision and expectations. Poor
communication skills.
Micro-managing, environment, assignments beyond one capability
Gossiping, favoritism (from supervisor) , employees own personal
problems.
management lack of caring, economic forces
I have noticed, headaches and other health ailments lead to
disengagement. Personal issues such as children or creditors have
interrupted the flow.
Lack of communication and leadership from leaders within the
postal service. Leaders at the Area and District levels have lost
sight of the employee. Very little interest in feedback from the
employee. The focus is more on the goal and not the employee.
Again, internal is the main force I see, how people are treated,
how they are empowered to make things better. When they aren't,
they will not look for ways to improve things
Management thinking that their way is the only way. Not
communicating what is happening and leaving subordinates in the
dark.
Many employees do not feel valued. Input is not encouraged.
Family commitments are ignored. Management employs punitive
rather than corrective action as a remedy for errors.
There could be Home problems, relationship problems, Money
problems. Internally, Supervisory and or Cohort problems or even
Substance abuse as well.
I think the autocratic, micro-management style leads to
disengagement. People understand tough times and will do their
best to help, but when they just get beat down, they will respond
negativity.
Mood when coming to work. Being treated without dignity and
respect.
Internal - too much micromanagement from higher level
managers. External - negative news, lack of public support, and
legislation.
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Disengagement – Internal and External Influences
Not giving praise when it's warranted. Not correcting issues that
keep arising. Not stopping what I have control over when it's not
right.
lack of communication, threatening environment.
Once again, I must mention the attitude of the individual makes a
huge difference.
Poor leadership, communication, lack of recognition, treatment of
the workforce as a thing rather than an individual with individual
needs and wants.
Employee disagreement with board or management decisions, a
lack of management leadership, or turmoil in an employee's
personal life can lead to disengagement.
Internal: self-absorbed managers or supervisors, focus only on the
bottom line, ineffective processes and systems. Internal: worry
about the future, uncertainty, serious personal or family issues.
poor management, financial stress, lack of challenge or work,
dissolving of trust.
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Disengagement Examples
When leaders take and take and give nothing in return. When a
company announces it's moving to another state because of taxes
and other conditions in your state.
Past worker came from a job he was put in because there was
nothing else for him. Friend retired because boss was a big PIA.
Current employee is not a good fit for job, but sees boss as just
being too picky.
A marriage going bad and the employee not showing up for work
so often that it leads to angry co-workers.
There was a concern about a senior manager coming to work
under the influence. There was no action taken to either prove or
disprove the concern. From an external influence. The company
would not get involved with either supplies or man power to help
with tornado clean up. They received some negative press which
was not favorable by employees.
Folks get busy and overburdened with work, and the soft work
keeps falling off the work list, or never happens. If it does
happen, it may be part of a recipe that no longer works due to the
situation changing.
Not clear what the terms internal/external forces mean in this
context.
Work hours had to be cut down
They just loose faith in the leader and the company.
We believe in management by walking around. If employees trust
you they will open up to you. When we feel the need to discredit
bad information we do it immediately.
Downsizing leads employees to think supervisor does not care
about getting the mail out because they feel there is not enough
staffing to get the job done.
The employees become upset and they talk to others which makes
both employees unproductive.
The company gave a presentation to all employees regarding
labor negotiations. That evening, on the news, a story was aired
contradicting the "vital" parts of the communication, underling
the trust of employees, affecting the work place for years.
We had a young man that really wanted to work at a motorcycle
dealer in the parts department. We gave him a chance and he did
well for a while. However, he had a lot of personal problems and
made so many mistakes. His low self esteem and personal
problems made it hard for him to perform his job.
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Disengagement Examples
Disengagement can occur in education when it is hard to see a
return on your efforts. Sometimes test scores or homework
completion from the students don't seem to match the effort put in
by the teacher. This can lead to frustration, and over time,
disengagement.
Why should I care no one else does?
Over the shoulder review of employees work output, poor
working conditions and simple tasks missed because of capability
Verbal/written warnings, termination, suspension. On a lighter
note, just helping the employee through a bad situation, or
perhaps seeking out professional help for that employee
When you hurt someone in the paycheck, they become
disillusioned as far as how the company needs to succeed.
The office manager came to work with a hangover. The work
that needed to be completed was sloppy and the effort needed to
make an impression on the client was lackluster. You only get
one chance at a first impression. That led to disagreements and
arguments over work that should not have been a problem.
Employees feel as though they are a number. They don't feel
valued from those in leadership. Employees simply quit and lose
interest in doing the right thing because they feel other really
don't care about them as employees.
Internal forces can destroy it - for instance, when you have a
director sending emails at 2am and expecting answers by 8am on
a regular basis you feel discouraged, when leadership brings in
consultants that basically take what the employees have been
saying are problems, and only then does leadership listen to them,
not very motivating.
Employees see shoddy workmanship and let the product go out.
Employee morale gets low and attendance suffers.
Lack of concern about employee's personal issues: need time off
to provide elder care, need to leave early or come in late to
resolve a problem at school. This leads the employee to become
unconcerned about performance.
Having to work as a single Mother can bring a Myriad of
problems to not only the Mother but to her home and work life ,
which can cause absenteeism problems, etc. Going through
Marital problems or a tough home life can wear on any person
which can lead to disengagement.
It's hard for to explain.
Work is behind while making everyone not to talk out what is
happening.
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Disengagement Examples
Employees, including supervisors are working with less resources
to save the organization money, but they see waste of funds with
new programs and initiatives that do not appear to add value to
the company's goal/ob2ctive from higher level managers.
Congressional mandates have negatively impacted the
organization's ability to function as a business.
[Comments like] It keeps happening and no one does anything
about it.This is just the way it is around here. Why should I care
when no one else does. These are comments I have heard over the
years and it does make you wonder if there is anything just one or
two of us can do to make a positive impact on our jobs.
Supervisor failed to explain the reasons behind operational
changes. Employees felt it was an arbitrary decision meant to
harass them. This resulted in poor performance and service
failures.
The wrong attitude leads to subpar performance on many levels.
If certain tasks are done in a slipshod manner, it may lead to
delays in other departments. For example, not getting all
information necessary in a timely fashion for an insurance report
that lead to delays in payment.
n/a
Some board decisions have adversely affected employees giving
them the perception that they are not truly appreciated or valued.
This leads to diminished morale and motivation.
Employees think about leaving a company or they withdraw their
efforts. They are unlikely to support plans or goals presented to
them by a self-absorbed manager. Serious personal or family
issues can cause a person to simply give up: the issues can be so
overwhelming that it's hard to focus on goals.
People will just find other places to work. Seen it before, sure
will see it again.

APPENDIX C
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
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INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

To Jumpstart our session today here are some thoughts for headings
1. What do you do to create a workplace environment that fosters employee engagement
during difficult economic times?
2. How do you perceive your role in affecting employee engagement during a recession or
economic downturn?
3. What strategies do you apply to foster employee engagement difficult economic times?
4. Reflecting upon your supervisory career, think of the most engaged employee who
reported to you?
5. What behaviors did he/she exhibit?
6. What characteristics did that person possess?
7. Can you think of other employees who you thought were highly engaged?
8. What behaviors did he/she exhibit?
9. What characteristics did those people possess?
10. Were there similarities?
11. Were there differences?
12. How differ from people who were not engaged?
13. Are there of any factors outside the workplace that may have encouraged those people to
be engaged?
14. Do you have a plan (mentally or on paper) that guides your actions to engage employees?
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15. How would characterize disengagement? Then probe with why, what, when where how
questions.
16. What factors do you think contribute to an employee becoming disengaged?
17. How does your company encourage/inspire engagement?
18. How does the organization encourage/inspire engagement?
19. How do the mission/vision/objectives encourage/inspire engagement?
20. What factors do you think disenfranchise employees?
21. Do you have any other views about the topic that you would like to offer?

